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1. Introduction 


Since the October Revolution of 1917 there has been considerable debate 
among both socialists and enemies of socialism on the class nature of the 
Soviet Union. This debate waxes and wanes over time in good measure as a 
function of the international policies of the Soviet Union and its enemies. The 
last few years have seen a great revival of interest in the question among sympj 
thizers of the People’s Republic of China, which since 1967 has claimed that 
capitalism has been restored in the Soviet Union. Many of the issues and 
arguments raised by various branches of the Trotskyist movement in the 
1930s and 1940s are once again being discussed in response to this debate. On 
the other hand defenders of the Soviet Union continue to claim that the 
country is socialist. 1 


The Nature of the Soviet Union: A Crucial Question 

Since 1967 the Communist Party of China has been arguing that capitalism 
has been re-established in the Soviet Union. 3 Segments of the radical left 
around the world have echoed the Chinese claim. In the United States the 
most important groups which have attempted to defend the Chinese thesis 
have been the Revolutionary Communist Party (formerly the Revolutionary 
Union), the Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist) (formerly the October 
League), and the journal Monthly Review which has published numerous 
articles since 1967 by Paul Sweezy, Charles Bettelheim and others who 
defend the Chinese thesis. 

The Chinese have argued: ‘This “new stage in the development of the 
Soviet society on the way to communism” so much advertised by the Soviet 
leading group is nothing but total and complete restoration of capitalism.' 3 
Chairman Mao has added that the newly restored capitalism in the Soviet 
Union is further a capitalism of the ‘fascist type’. ‘The Soviet Union today is 
under the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, a dictatorship of the big bourgeoisie 
a dictatorship of the German fascist type, a dictatorship of the Hitler type.* 

The Revolutionary Communist Party, one of the two principal claimants 
to ‘Maoist’ orthodoxy in the U.S., follows suit by arguing: 
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This [state capitalist] economy, now fairly well established, although still in 
l lie process of evolution, is not based on serving the needs of the broad 
musses of the Soviet working people. It is in no respect controlled by them. 

It is an economy based on the principle of the exploitation of man by man; 
on the extraction of surplus value from the workers by a new ruling class of 
Ntute monopoly capitalists. 5 

I nr some time the October League endorsed Martin Nicolaus’s (one of its 
lormer leaders) booklet The Restoration of Capitalism in the U.S.S.R, which 
uigucd: 

| The Soviet leadership] erected an out-and-out capitalist economic 
structure of a state monopoly capitalist type. It is today a consolidated 
economic system that conforms in all essential features to the classical 
analysis of imperialism given by Lenin. 6 

In many ways the Chinese analysis of the Soviet Union is unfortunate be¬ 
muse it has led some progressive forces around the world to oppose revolut¬ 
ionary movements in Latin America and Africa because of their acceptance of 
assistance from the Soviet Union. The Chinese analysis has also spread division 
and demoralization among Marxist forces. The facts of the matter would seem 
lo speak so clearly against the claim that there has been a significant increase 
In the role of capitalist forces in the Soviet economy in the last 25 years. 
Nevertheless, because of the great prestige of the Chinese Revolution and the 
considerable accomplishment in building socialism achieved by the Chinese 
Communist Party, it is necessary to treat the Chinese claims with respect. It is 
therefore necessary for those of us who disagree with these claims to attempt 
conscientiously to refute their arguments. 

The question of the class nature of the Soviet Union is by no means an 
academic one, fit mainly for university seminars and the like. As the arguments 
und policies of the Chinese have made clear, one’s analysis of the nature of the 
Soviet Union affects how one relates to this most powerful socialist country 
In the world, a country which is also the world’s most rapidly growing economic 
and military power. Whether one accepts its leadership, or works closely with 
it freely accepting the aid it offers, or merely forms a guarded alliance with it, 
or in contrast holds it at arms length or even develops hostile relations to it, 
depends on what one sees as the results of such a relationship. What do the 
Soviets want? Do they offer aid and advice only to become new masters? Are 
they really interested in revolutionary change and national independence? Are 
they reliable allies? These are questions which face the entire world revolut¬ 
ionary and progressive movement. They are especially acute for the revolut¬ 
ionary and anti-imperialist movements of the Third World. Is the course of the 
Cuban revolution which accepts Soviet leadership valid for other countries? Is 
the course followed by the M.P.L.A., Vietnam and the Ethiopian Dergue, all 
of which accept the support of the Soviets, correct? Should, in turn, the 
Chinese leadership be trusted? These questions and many more are rooted in 
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one's analysis of Ihe Soviet Union. It is thus imperative for revolutionaries 
throughout the world to do a careful and scientific analysis of the class nature 
of Soviet society in order to have a firm theoretical base on which to build 
revolutionary strategies. And these strategies, given the growing Soviet role 
in the Third World, necessitate taking a position on Soviet leadership and 
assistance. No serious revolutionaries can avoid taking these decisions. 

A serious problem in attempting objectively to determine the class nature 
of the Soviet Union is the obvious political implications of such an analysis. 
Few if any issues since 1917 have been of greater political consequence than 
this one. In almost all cases one’s adherence to one or other view of the 
nature of the Soviet social formation is determined by one’s prior ideological 
commitments. It is no accident that ideological commitments largely deter¬ 
mine positions on the Soviet Union, for much is at stake. As the first country 
in the world to make a revolution which proclaimed itself the instrument of 
the working class, and as the most powerful country in the world today which 
makes the claim of being socialist (i.e. a society in which the working class 
rules), all those with a stake one way or the other in the question of the 
viability of socialism must take a position on its nature. On the one hand, 
many feel that to make a socialist revolution (particularly in the West) we 
must demonstrate both the viability and superiority of the socialist way of 
life by pointing to a concrete example which has endured for over 60 years 
and which has made continuous progress towards the communist goal in spite 
of incredible odds. Other socialists, in contrast, feel that the interests of a 
socialist revolution can best be served by distancing themselves as far as 
possible from the Soviet Union because of its public image (again particularly 
in the West) of being a ’Stalinist dictatorship*, a ’State Capitalism* or a 
’Bureaucratic Collectivism*. Of course, all anti-communists must discredit the 
Soviet claim to be a country where the working class rules, in order to dis¬ 
credit the very idea that socialism is possible. Capitalist apologists who argue 
that in spite of its problems capitalism is the system which best serves the 
Western and Third World working class have to show that, even when the 
working class makes a revolution, a new elite inevitably arises to oppress the 
workers, i.e. that ‘it is not worth the bother to change the government*. 


Assumptions and Motivations Underlying This Book 

The reader may wish to know where I have come from. As a third generation 
American of Polish-Italian ancestry I grew up in a small New England factory 
town in the 1950s, which was a period of intense anti-communism both 
within my family and within American society at large. My early interest in 
history and science fiction, as well as a strong residue of Catholicism, led me 
in the late 1950s to identify with socialism as an abstract principle (an identifi¬ 
cation achieved solely through reading since I never met a socialist until my 
sophomore year in college), and also in the early 1960s to identify with the 
growing civil rights and peace movements in the U.S.A. I became a student 
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* llvUt, joining the Students for Democratic Society in 1961. As the S.D.S. 
mid ilie American student movement moved left during the 1960s I moved 
with II. 1 began to call myself a Marxist in 1964, and after a thorough reading 
nl the classics of Marxism-Leninism, a Leninist in 1966. As a graduate student 
ill unctology at Columbia University from 1964 to 1970,1 became involved 

In Ihc student rebellion of 1968. This experience and its aftermath had a 

• iMiilderable impact on my consciousness. 

I ike most members of S.D.S. in the late 1960s, I came to see Vietnam, 

( iilui and China as the three revolutionary beacons of the world, and to regard 
i hr model of ‘the old left*, the Soviet Union, with considerable scepticism. As 
1 1 atuc to a Marxist consciousness my conception of the Soviet Union changed 
lull III lie over what it had been before I was a socialist. 1 regarded it as some 
kind of ‘Stalinist*, or at least heavily bureaucratic society, little better than 
Amoilean capitalism, although — it had to be conceded - a society which 
■'Iten played a progressive role in the world. Our identification with China 
loM uine especially strong during the Cultural Revolution which highlighted 
i hr differences between the Soviet and Chinese models of socialism. We in the 
Npw Left enthusiastically endorsed the Chinese development of what seemed 
like decentralized, participatory and non-authoritarian socialism. This led us 
in have great respect for the Chinese leadership, especially Mao Tse-tung. It 
win quite natural for us, therefore, to accept what the Chinese were saying 
about the Soviet Union, not only because of our respect for them, but 
l*c»use it fitted in so well with what most Americans brought up in the 
I'JMfc had been so thoroughly conditioned to believe about the U.S.S.R. It 
win easy to become a revolutionary on the basis of identification with China 
il one did not have to re-evaluate and reject all that one had been taught 
about the ‘evils of communism* in the Soviet Union. The Chinese were, we 
Mieved, qualitatively different from the Soviets. All we had been taught 
about ‘Stalinism’, bureaucracy, terror, lack of freedom etc. as the correlates 
Of communism, were in fact correlates only of Soviet communism and not of 
irul* communism as typified by the Chinese. It was a tempting analysis, and 
accepted by most of us. 

Nevertheless, although the Chinese had been calling the Soviet Union 
i apitalist since 1967, few of us took them literally at that time. We had not 
yri come mechanically to accept everything the Chinese (or Albanian) 
Iradership said as literal truth. It was not until the early 1970s, 1973 being 
(he pivotal year, that the Marxist-Leninist remnants of the New Left seriously 
confronted the actual Chinese position that capitalism had literally been 
istored in the Soviet Union. While the major ‘Maoist* groups, including the 
Revolutionary Union (now the Revolutionary Communist Party) and the 
(kiober League (now the Communist Party [Marxist-Leninist]) dutifully 
adopted the Chinese position, many more independent American Marxist 
«ympathizers of China, including myself, baulked. 

Feeling something was basically wrong with the Chinese analysis, now 
ac lively promoted by the leading ‘Maoist’ groups in the U.S., but not feeling 
I hat the Soviet Union was socialist, I began to study carefully the question of 
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its nature in order to figure out to my own satisfaction what kind of a society 
it was. 

When I began my study I was inclined to believe that the Soviet Union was 
neither capitalist nor socialist, but a unique ‘third thing* somewhat along the 
lines of the Bureaucratic Collectivism described by Max Schachtman (albeit a 
bit more humane and progressive than he suggested). I was thus quite surprised 
to find through my reading of mostly pro-capitalist and anti-Soviet, but more 
or less scholarly sources, that the Soviet Union was a far different type of 
society than I had imagined. 


Summary of This Book 

The literature on the class nature of the Soviet Union is difficult to digest and 
evaluate because of considerable divergencies in terminology and frames of 
reference among the various writers who have addressed the question. Not 
only does academic Anglo-Saxon Sovietology differ more or less completely 
in terminology and frame of reference from Marxism, but within the Marxist 
tradition itself there is considerable disagreement about the uses of terms and 
the criteria to be applied in categorizing social formations, in the next chapter 
I try to untangle what is meant by ‘capitalism* and ‘socialism*, and 1 develop 
a classificatory schema of the main types of society by setting out reasonable 
criteria of what a socialist society can be expected to look like. Concepts like 
ownership, control and class are carefully scrutinized, as are the various 
possible mechanisms of popular control, in an attempt to develop the concep¬ 
tual tools prerequisite to an empirical investigation of the question. 

The third chapter examines recent studies by Western economists on the 
role of commodity, capital and labour markets in the Soviet Union. The role 
of the state plan, profits, the law of value, investment, inflation, unemploy¬ 
ment and economic cycles are all examined, as are the Lieberman-Kosygin 
Reforms. Whether there are any tendencies for the rate of profit to fall (or 
rate of surplus to rise) is also evaluated. The chapter concludes that the 
Soviet Union is not dominated by the laws of markets, as is the case under 
capitalism. 

Chapter Four examines recent empirical research by both Soviet and 
Western social scientists on different aspects of social stratification in the 
Soviet Union. It addresses the question of whether or not social classes, 
similar to those in the West, exist. Data are carefully examined on income 
inequality and its trends, the role of the ‘social wage*, conditions of labour 
among the various groups, the attitudes of different strata, patterns of friend¬ 
ship and inter-marriage, inter-generational carryovers in status, and access to 
education. 1 conclude that, although there are important differences in status 
and income between groups in the Soviet Union, these differences are sub¬ 
stantially less than in the West, show no tendency to increase, and are not 
sufficient to categorize the different status groups as consolidated social 
classes. However, two distinctive social groups, the technical and professional 
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Intelligentsia and the working class, can be distinguished with the former 
Imving somewhat more prerogatives than the socialist ideal would seem to 

The conventional wisdom of many Western radicals as well as of the 
Western establishment which tells us that the Soviet Union is not a democratic 
toddy is challenged in Chapter Five. I examine recently available empirical 
<liiin on political processes in the Soviet Union, including on public debates, 
INilliical participation, support for the regime, the role and composition of 
l lie Communist Party and patterns of social mobility amongst top decision 
makers. The theory of the 'relative autonomy of the state* is also applied to 
(lie Soviet Union. The conclusion is that democratic processes, albeit somewhat 
distorted, are very real in the Soviet Union. Also, the locus of political power 
lies more with the highly skilled workers, experts, scientists, engineers and 
technicians of various kinds than with either an elite of bureaucrats and 
managers, or with the manual section of the working class. 

Chapters Six, Seven, Eight and Nine try to resolve the question of whether 
the U.S.S.R. is essentially 'social imperialist', or 'hegemonic*, or 'proletarian 
Internationalist* (i.e. benevolent and progressive) in its foreign relations. The 
term 'social imperialism* used by China against the Soviet Union is defined 
and aggregate economic relations between the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe, and the Soviet Union and the Third World, are carefully examined 
lor evidence of such a phenomenon. The Soviet foreign trade organizations 
me analysed, as is the composition of, trends in, and terms of trade between 
l he Soviets and other countries. Soviet economic and military assistance to 
both Eastern Europe and the Third World are examined. The Council of 
Mutual Economic Assistance is also looked at for evidence of Soviet domin¬ 
ance and Soviet gain. Joint economic enterprises participated in by the Soviet 
Union and other countries, and the trends in such institutions, are studied. 

The effect of close economic relations with the Soviet Union on the rate of 
growth and industrialization of Eastern Europe is discussed. The motives and 
ilrength of the Soviet military are also examined, as are specific Soviet 
Involvements in the affairs of various Eastern European and Third World 
countries. Here I focus on the Soviet role in those countries where the 
(liinese and their supporters have most often directed their accusations: 
Czechoslovakia, India, Bangladesh, Cambodia, Cuba, Angola, Ethiopia and 
China (before 1961). 

My overall conclusion is that the Soviet Union cannot be considered a 
'social imperialist* country, although there are elements of hegemonism in its 
lor the most part progressive foreign economic and political relations. 

Although the Soviet Union sometimes pressures other countries to conform 
lo its concepts of socialist development, it can in no reasonable sense be 
accused of'social imperialism*, a concept which implies aiding the forces of 
political reaction and holding back the growth of socialism in order to pursue 
iclf-serving economic and military gains for the Soviet Union (or, more 
particularly, for some ruling class within the Soviet Union). 

The last chapter looks at the Soviet Union in retrospect, attempting to 
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account for how it has become what it is. It summarizes the arguments of the 
earlier chapters to reach a conclusion on the class nature of Soviet society 
and makes a projection about the future development of the Soviet Union. 
The questions of‘Stalin’ and the development of Soviet hegemonism in the 
world communist movement are treated at some length. I conclude that the 
Soviet Union is a socialist society, albeit a technocratic state socialism in 
which a new petty bourgeoisie of scientists, economists, technicians and other 
professionals play a disproportionate role in comparison with the manual 
working class. The U.S.S.R. is then a society in which a coalition of this new 
technical petty bourgeoisie rules together with the manual working class. In 
the final section of the chapter I suggest that the smooth progress over the 
last generation towards more and more equality and greater and greater 
popular participation might be halted by the resistance of the technical 
intelligentsia, and a cultural revolution of the Chinese type consequently 
occur in which the working class may finally subordinate this stratum. 


A Note on Sources 

The empirical investigation in this book tries to stay as close to the facts 
generally accepted by Anglo-Saxon sovietologists as possible. Except for 
some unofficial sociological studies produced by Soviet sociologists, 1 rely 
mostly on information and data accepted by these authors as valid. Because 
of the strong political commitments in the various statements produced by 
China, Albania and their supporters on the one side, and by the Soviet Union 
and its supporters on the other, such polemics — however useful they might 
otherwise be - are mostly ignored in this analysis. To do otherwise would 
open my argument to the criticism that my sources were so biased as to make 
my case unconvincing to all those who are not already convinced of the 
correctness of my conclusion. A basic principle of scientific historiography is 
that evidence gathered in favour of a hypothesis, from those observers whose 
bias is obviously unsympathetic to it, is far more reliable than that from those 
who are sympathetic. This is because those hostile to a hypothesis can always 
be expected to bend reality a bit in order to support their prejudices; thus if 
a bent reality still supports a conclusion opposite to what the author wants 
us to believe, then the quality of the evidence is likely to be pretty good. A 
basic, and for the most part unquestioned, premise of Western sovietology is 
that the productive classes are not in power in the Soviet Union (i.e. that it is 
not socialist by the classical definition) and that there is considerably more 
freedom, democracy, public debate, activity by trade unions, etc. in the West 
than in the Soviet Union. Another popular, but not completely universal , 
position among sovietologists is that there is a convergence between the 
Soviet Union and the US. Since, therefore, the bias of sovietologists is to 
convince their readers that socialism is not a reality in the Soviet Union, that 
authentic democracy and freedom do not exist there, that market forces are 
playing an increasing role and that the country is coming more and more to 
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look like the U.S.,evidence found to the contrary in their writings is likely to 
he valid. 

I have also to a lesser degree used unofficial studies done by Soviet socio¬ 
logists now available in the West. Soviet leaders have considerable interest in 
knowing more about Soviet social structure and the attitudes of the Soviet 
l>t'ople, just as the leaders of the U.S. have in knowing about theirs. Such 
Information is a prerequisite on which to base policies. Since both countries 
need the scientific information-gathering techniques of modem sociology, 
this discipline has developed in both. Just as we trust information gathered by 
Western social scientists for their leaden, we must also generally trust that 
gathered by Soviet social scientists for the same reason. Decision makers 
lannot afford to base their decisions on fabrication or unreliable information; 
they need true facts if their decisions are to be the right ones. Such data 
generally needs only to be reconceptualized to fit the questions asked by 
critical researchers. 7 

Recently the empirical literature available on the Soviet Union has also 
expanded because of the increasing need of the dominant interests in the U.S. 
to understand the U.S.S.R. better.This need has been met by such organs of 
the capitalist class as the Ford Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation and U.S. 
State Department which fund much of U.S. research on Soviet society. This 
book is thus obviously indebted to such institutions which have so generously 
(of course unwittingly) provided support! 
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Ch. 15; and Isaac Deutscher, The Unfinished Revolution, (New York: 
Oxford, 1967). 

Another branch of Trotskyism, represented by the International 
Socialists in the U.S.A., defends the thesis that both the Soviet Union 
and the People’s Republic of China are ‘bureaucratic collectivist*. For 
the classical statement of this position see Max Schachtman, The 
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Bureaucratic Revolution, (New York: The Donald Press, 1962). Related 
to this position are the arguments of Karl Wittfogel in his Oriental 
Despotism, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957); and James 
Burnham in his The Managerial Revolution, (Bloomington, Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 1966). This latter school argues that the Soviet 
Union is a social formation that is neither capitalist nor socialist, but 
rather a ‘third thing*. 

For defence of the position that the Soviet Union is now a socialist 
society, see any of a number of recent publications by the Soviets them¬ 
selves. For example, M. Perfilyev, Soviet Democracy and Bourgeois 
Sovietology, (Moscow: Progress Publishers, n.d.); Progress Publishers, 
77ie Soviet Form of Popular Government , (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 
1972); Progress Publishers, The Soviet Union Today , (Moscow: Progress 
Publishers, 1975); G. Shahnazarov, Socialist Democracy, (Moscow: 
Progress Publishers, 1974). 

2. For statements of the official Chinese position see: How the Soviet 
Revisionists Carry Out All-Round Restoration of Capitalism in the 
U.S.S.R., (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1968); Yenan Books, (ed.). 
Social Imperialism: Reprints from Peking Review, (Berkeley, California: 
Yenan Books, n.d.); Yenan Books, (ed.), Social Imperialism: The Soviet 
Union Today , (Berkeley, California: Yenan Books, 1977) (reprints from 
the Peking Review). 

3. Hsinhua, 29 October 1967, reprinted in How the Soviet Revisionists 
Carry Out All-Round Restoration, op. cit ., p.7. 

4. Peking Review, 30 January 1976. Reprinted in Social Imperialism: The 
Soviet Union Today, op. cit., p.l. 

5. Revolutionary Union, op. cit., p.34. 

6. Martin Nicolaus, op. cit., p.5. I have laid out a systematic critique of the 
arguments of Martin Nicolaus and the Revolutionary Communist Party 
(formerly the Revolutionary Union) in a review essay of Restorat 

of Capitalism in the U.S.S.R. and Red Papers 7: How Capitalism has 
been Restored in the Soviet Union and What this Means for the World 
Struggle. See Science and Society , 41:3, Fall 1977. 

7. For a good discussion of the validity of statistics collected by ruling^ 
class agencies, see the North American Congress on Latin America, 
NACLA Research Methodology Guide, (New York, 1970). 
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2. What is a Socialist 
Society? 


In this chapter 1 will try to clarify the basic terms relevant to a discussion of 
the nature of the Soviet Union. Before we can scientifically analyse whether 
the Soviet Union is capitalist, socialist or some other form of society, we must 
agree on how the terms we use are to be employed, since much of the dis¬ 
agreement on this question stems either from misunderstandings about the 
meaning of words or from the inconsistent application of terms. Thus, the 
specification of our terms in this chapter is an essential preliminary step 
before undertaking the empirical investigation which is tackled in the follow¬ 
ing chapters. 


Criteria for Categorizing Social Formations 

The Marxist tradition distinguishes relations of production, mode of produc¬ 
tion and social formation. The terms - capitalist, feudal, slave and socialist 
can be applied to each of these three concepts. Relations of production 
refer to the way in which the producing and controlling classes relate to one 
another in the production process. Mode of production refers to the mode or 
way in which production takes place. This concept includes the relations of 
production as well as the techniques of production. Automated production, 
the factory system, agriculture, horticulture, hunting and gathering, as 
fundamental forms of the productive forces or techniques of production, are 
a part of the mode of production. We can thus refer to industrial capitalism, 
agrarian capitalism, industrial slavery, agricultural feudalism etc. as modes of 
production. While there is a historical coincidence between capitalist relations 
of production and industrial technique, and between slave and feudal relations 
of production and agricultural technique, there is no necessary association of 
these techniques with these relations of production. Industrial slavery as well 
us agricultural capitalism have existed as important modes of production 
though perhaps never as the dominant mode of production. There is, 
however, an economic reason why feudal and slave relations of production 
become associated with agricultural production while capitalist relations 
become associated with industrial technology; this reason has to do with 
maximizing the rate of exploitation. The term social formation refers to the 
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aggregate of modes of production that make up a given economy. It is quite 
possible for slave labour to exist alongside free labour and serfdom, as well as 
simple commodity production (as was clearly the case in the South of the 
U.S.A. before 1865, for example). But normally one set of productive 
relations is dominant in any given social formation. This dominant set of 
relations of production determines the fundamental logic of that social 
formation as a whole. 

A social formation can therefore be defined in terms of its dominant 
relations of production. This need not mean the relations of production in 
which the largest number of producers are involved, nor the set of productive 
relations that produce the greatest amount of surplus value (not necessarily 
the same thing). The dominant relations of production, rather, are those 
relations whose basic logic structures the form and movement of the whole 
social formation. Thus, for example, the US. was a capitalist social formation 
in 1860 despite there being more slaves, freeholding farmers and artisans than 
there were industrial workers. The very existence of slavery in the U.S. was a 
product of industrial capitalism’s need for raw materials, while the prevalence 
of freehold production was likewise conditioned by the rapidly growing food 
and raw material needs of the capitalist industries and their workers. It is 
likewise possible to have a socialist society in which the majority of the 
producing classes are not working in collectively owned and controlled enter- 
prises, provided that the logic of such enterprises structures the rest of the 
economy. 

The mode of production must be kept analytically distinct from the mode 
of distribution. Major modes of distribution include: (a) communal distri¬ 
bution according to need; (b) redistributive networks from producers to a 
chief and then back to the producers; (c) market or barter distribution of 
commodities according to income or wealth, with production units being self- 
sufficient; and(d) socialist distribution according to work. 

Marxists have traditionally categorized societies in terms of those relations 
of production dominant in a social formation. Often categorization is based 
on the dominant mode of production, but this is defined primarily in terms of 
the relations of production within that mode. I will categorize societies by 
their dominant relations of production. 

I see six fundamentally different types of relations of production (of course 
there are intermediate and mixed cases): (a) collective production, where all 
adults are producers, there is no exploiting class and labour is done in common; 
(b) household production, where all adults are producers, there is no exploit¬ 
ing class, but labour is done by individual families controlling their own means 
of production; (c) slavery, where the bodies of the producing class are the 
property of the exploiting class, and disposable by them at will; (d) serfdom, 
where the producing class is tied to the means of production (typically the 
land), but cannot be bought and sold, and in addition has rights in its own 
labour and in some of the means of production; (e) peasantry, where the 
producing class is not tied to the land, maintains rights to the land, but is 
exploited through rents and taxes by the exploiting class; (0 capitalism. 
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where the producing class is free to sell its labour power to any one who will 
buy it, the producing class not having any significant rights in the means of 
production. 

We thus have four basic types of class society (or social formations) and 
two basic types of non-class society. All forms of class society have two major 
classes, one which owns and controls the means of production, but does not 
do most of the actual production, and another which does not own or control 
the means of production, but works for those that do in such a manner that 
allows the owning/controlling class to appropriate the surplus labour of the 
productive class for disposal by the dominant class. 

There seem to be two basic variants of non-class society: household and 
collective production. In household production, each family is an economic 
unit (Marx’s simple commodity production, his Germanic mode of production, 
and the earliest phase of his Ancient Mode of Production). Collective 
production in turn can be divided into five sub-types according to the level of 
technology, the role of the state and the division of labour. First there is 
primitive communism, as described by Engels in his Origins of Private 
Property, the Family and the State, which in turn is divided into ‘savagery’ 
or hunting and gathering society, and ‘barbarism’ or horticultural society. 

Then there is post-capitalist society which can be divided into socialism 
(where a state and division of labour persist) and communism (where they do 
not). Socialism can be divided into two basic types according to the location 
of initiative in overall strategic decision making and in the locus of day-to- 
day operational decision making. In state socialism ownership and funda¬ 
mental control is collective, but initiative and operational decision making is 
concentrated in the hands of state officials. In decentralized socialism on the 
other hand, ownership and control is in the hands of the collective producers 
who maintain the initiative, and make the day-to-day operational decisions. 

The four basic forms of class society - slavery, serfdom, peasantry and 
capitalism - can in turn be divided by the dominant form of ownership and 
control of productive property within each. The key difference here is 
whether or not ownership and control is in the hands primarily of private 
individuals or of the state bureaucracy. While important in determining the 
overall logic of the social formation, the form of ownership and control is not 
as important as the basic relations of production. We thus have eight basic 
forms of class society: (1) state slavery (as existed in the Ancient Greek City 
slates; (2) private slavery (as was prevalent in the Caribbean area from the 
17th to 19th centuries); (3) state serfdom, a major form in pre-emancipation 
Russia; (4) manorial feudalism, the dominant social form in Western Europe 
during the middle ages; (5) state peasantry, the dominant form in the Near 
East and South Asia from the beginning of class society until the 19th century ; 
(6) landlord peasantry, which was the dominant form in Europe between the 
elimination of serfdom and the rise of capitalism and also in most of the 
Third World in the 20th century; (7) market capitalism (in both its com¬ 
petitive and monopoly forms), which has been predominant in the European 
world since the mid 19th century;and (8 )state capitalism , where the state 
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Advanced Communism: No state, no division of labour, no markets. Basic initiatives and day-to-day operational 
control are in hands of the producers who own and control all the means of production and operate them and share the 
product of their labour collectively on the principle of ‘from each according to their ability, to each according to their needs’. 
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owns and controls the means of production and so replaces the operation of 
the laws of the market by central planning. While clear examples of partial 
state capitalism exist wherever there is considerable state ownership of the 
means of production, whether or not any countries of the world today can be 
categorized as fundamentally state capitalist is in good part the subject of this 
investigation. 

In market capitalism another major distinction is between monopoly and 
competitive capitalism according to the scope given to the operation of 
commodity markets. In competitive capitalism there are no significant 
restraints on free commodity markets, while under monopoly capitalism a 
handful of giant corporations are able in good part to set major commodity 
prices at levels above their value, either through collusion or by sympathetic 
state regulation. The establishment of monopoly pricing results in the modi¬ 
fication of many of the laws of competitive markets, such as the form, 
frequency and character of economic cycles, the falling rate of profit, the 
long-term movement of prices, etc., but monopoly pricing does not alter the 
fundamental character of a market economy being determined by forces 
beyond the control of the owning class. Thus both competitive and monopoly 
capitalism differ in a fundamental respect from state capitalism where the 
laws of markets have been contained by the existence of state planning in 
both production and distribution. 


Capitalism 

The classical Marxist definition of capitalism in terms of the exploitation of 
the labouring class by the class that owns and controls the means of produc¬ 
tion through labour markets (i.e. labour power is a commodity) is clear. But 
among contemporary radicals there is no consensus about the precise 
definition of capitalism. Consequently, when the issue is raised of whether or 
not capitalism has been restored in the Soviet Union, some participants in the 
debate mean something very different from others. 

Authors associated with the journal Monthly Review , in particular Paul 
Sweezy and Gunder Frank, as well as those associated with the ‘World 
Systems Theory’, notably Immanuel Wallerstein, define capitalism in terms 
of the hegemony of markets in general, not in terms of the existence specifi¬ 
cally of wage labour markets (i.e. where labour power is a commodity). 
Sweezy took this position in his classical debate with Maurice Dobb over the 
transition from feudalism to capitalism. Gunder Frank did likewise in his 
influential book Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America, as did 
Immanuel Wallerstein in his The Modem World System. 1 Paul Sweezy, in his 
argument that capitalism has been restored in the U.S.S.R. defines capitalism 
as: 
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. . . control of enterprises in the enterprises themselves, coordination 
through the market, and reliance on material incentives - these three 
factors, taken together, make inevitable a strong tendency toward an 
economic order which, whatever one may choose to call it, functions 
more and more like capitalism. 

If enterprises are run by small groups with a view to maximizing profits 
through production of commodities for the market, you have the 
essential production and class relations of capitalism. 1 


Martin Nicolaus, in his booklet which argues that capitalism has been 
lestored in the U.S.S.R., likewise defines capitalism in terms of the existence 
of markets in general, and not in terms of the exploitation of the labouring 
i luss through labour markets: 

(The power to fire workers] implies that labor power is a commodity to 
be bought and sold like any other; or, to put it the other way around, 
wherever labor power has the character of a commodity, there the owner 
of the means of production has the right to throw the workers out onto 
the street. 

The necessary mate and companion to this right is the owner's right to 
sell (or buy) means of production also like any other commodity, e.g., by 
shutting down unprofitable divisions, discontinuing one type of production 
in favor of another, etc.. . 

It is precisely the exercise of these two powers, . . . that convert the 
owner of the means of production into a capitalist and convert a society's 
relations of production into relations of a capitalist character. 3 

The traditional Marxist definition of capitalism, on the other hand, was 
upheld by both Maurice Dobb and Charles Bettelheim in their debates with 
Sweezy. Similarly, Ernesto Laclau systematically criticized Andre Gunder 
I 'rank, and Robert Brenner, Alex Dupuy and Paul Fitzgerald have likewise 
criticized Immanuel Wallerstein, for defining capitalism in terms of the 
Itegemony of market forces generally. 4 In this book the term ‘capitalism’ is 
employed strictly in the classical Marxist sense. 

The sole defining characteristic, therefore, of whether a social formation 
Is capitalist is whether wage labour is the primary form by which the 
producing population is exploited by the owning and controlling class. The 
existence and role of commodity and capital markets, and their laws, is thus 
not a defining characteristic of capitalism. A society can be capitalist and not 
be determined by any other aspect of the laws of the market except the laws 
of the labour market. State capitalism then is not necessarily subject to the 
law of value, under-consumption, inflation, equalization of the rate of profit, 
u falling rate of profit or any other laws which are a product of the operation 
of capital and commodity markets. These and all other related laws of market 
capitalism (whether monopoly or competitive) stem from the logic of capital 
and commodity markets, and need not apply to every society where wage 
labour is a commodity. Consequently, to demonstrate that a society is 
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capitalist, it is necessary only to show two things: (1) that an exploiting class 
exists, which appropriates the surplus labour of the producing population and 
disposes of it according to its own interests; and (2) that the predominant 
mode of exploitation is through wage labour. While the first is the defining 
characteristic of all forms of class society, the second is the specific charact¬ 
eristic of all forms of capitalist society. 

A demonstration that the laws of commodity and capital markets structure 
the social formation, shows only that such a society is a market society of 
which there are at least five basic types, only one of which is capitalist: 

(1) simple commodity production with exchange; (2) private slavery (where 
human bodies are commodities as well as everything else); (3) landlord 
peasantry with commodity production; (4) market capitalism; and (S) 
market socialism (where although the producing classes own and control the 
means of production, the laws of the market nevertheless operate). Failure 
to distinguish between market economies of various types and capitalism is a 
source of much confusion in the debate about whether or not the Soviet 
Union is capitalist. It is essential to understand that market societies need 
not be capitalist, and capitalist societies need not necessarily be governed by 
capital and commodity markets. It should be noted, however, that it is 
probably the case that all forms of market societies tend to evolve towards 
market capitalism. 


Ownership, Control and Day-to-Day Operation 

Usage of the terms ‘ownership’, ‘control 1 and ‘operation’ must be made clear. 
Control means the power to decide how physical resources will be used and 
expanded, what is to be produced, and how labour is to be allocated. It 
includes the ability to see that decisions are implemented, even against the 
will of others. Ownership means legitimate control, i.e. control that is 
recognized and accepted by the exploited class. Ownership also implies that 
the dominant class can dispose of what they control in any manner they like, 
including selling it to others and passing it on to their children after their 
deaths. It follows that a group may have full power to control property 
throughout their lifetimes, but not have power to transfer it to others either 
through sale or inheritance (i.e. they do not have ownership rights). Or a set 
of individuals may have full power to control property, but only for a limited 
time. While there may be a tendency for control to transform itself into 
ownership over time, the two concepts must be kept distinct. The most 
important concept in defining social formations is control, not ownership. 
Thus a society must be considered capitalist if a group of people control the 
means of production, whether or not they have a legitimate right to them, 
and whether or not they have the power to dispose of property as they wish. 
The defining characteristic of a capitalist society is only that an exploiting 
group appropriates the surplus labour of the producing class through wage 
labour and disposes of it in its own interest. 
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‘Operation’ refers to the day-to-day running of the means of production. 

It is possible that a group that does not control the means of production 
may exercise day-to-day decision making power. For example, the stock¬ 
holders of a major corporation may own it, a Financial interest group based 
in a major bank may control basic decisions such as investments and overall 
production and distribution plans, but managers may exercise the day-to- 
day operational decision making. Much of the literature, therefore, on which 
of these groups control corporations is relevant to a discussion of the class 
nature of the Soviet Union. 

The differences between control and ownership can perhaps be illustrated 
with the examples of the military and the Catholic Church. The top prelates 
of the Church, as well as military commanders in an army dictatorship, have 
fairly fundamental control over their institutions as well as day-to-day 
operational decision making powers. But they do not have the power to 
alienate their control or to pass it on to their descendants. Attempts to do so 
would most probably be met by massive resistance on the part of both the 
hierarchy and rank and file of these institutions, so strong are the prohibitions 
against such actions. In other words their (delimited) control is considered to 
be fully legitimate — e.g. the Pope’s rule is law. But full ownership rights 
including the right to alienate his position in favour of another of his choosing 
and the right to pass it on to relatives is denied, both de facto and de jure. It 
could be argued that, although top military officers and prelates cannot pass 
their posts on to their children or nephews, nevertheless collectively (not indi¬ 
vidually) they do have ownership rights in the armed forces or Church because 
their children or nephews are more likely to go to military academies or 
religious training schools and become officers and prelates in tum, than are 
the children of the common people. This would be the case if there was a 
significantly higher probability of top officials being the children of other 
top officials than being the children of members of other social groups. Thus 
a notion of collective, as opposed to individual, ownership and control by a 
class must be entertained as a real possibility. Consequently it is not sufficient 
to demonstrate that officials cannot alienate posts or property to specific 
other individuals, to demonstrate that they do not have full control or even 
ownership as a class over the means of production. To demonstrate the 
existence of control without ownership, it must be shown that most top state 
officials did not achieve their position because of their ancestors’ similar 
status. 

These distinctions between ownership, control and operation are very 
important in defining exactly what we mean by socialism. Socialism and 
communism are those types of society where die means of production are 
owned and controlled by the producing classes, and where production is done 
collectively rather than in households. The distinction between socialism and 
communism lies in the mode of distribution (respectively, according to work 
and according to need), the existence or otherwise of a state, and the 
existence or otherwise of a division of labour between manual and mental 
work. The difference between socialism and communism does not lie in 
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the basic character of the relations of production. In both cases the producing 
classes co-operate among themselves to produce, and exploitation does not 
exist. But socialism may or may not involve the collective operation of the 
means of production. The immediate producers may or may not make the 
day-to-day production decisions. As long as they authentically determine the 
fundamental decisions - such as the nature of the product, the basic structure 
of the production process, the fundamental distribution of the product, etc. 

- the society is socialist. For example, it is certainly as conceivable for the 
working class, as for the capitalist class, to hire managers to direct the day-to- 
day operation of a factory while fundamental control remains in the hands of 
those that hired them. It is as possible for there to be a socialist society 
where the immediate producers do not exercise day-to-day control, as it is 
possible for there to be a capitalist society where they do (e.g. collective 
labour contracts to perform a given job in a manner determined by those that 
do the contracting, such as harvesting a crop, building a house, planting trees), 
just so long as a few basic output criteria are met. In sum we must not 
confuse the question of‘operation’ of the means of production with the 
question of ‘control’, any more than we can afford to confuse the question of 
determination by markets with the existence of capitalism. Socialism like 
capitalism is defined in terms of what class of people fundamentally control 
(not necessarily own or operate) the means of production (as well as the state). 


Class and Social Class 

Parallel to the differences between ownership and control are the differences 
between class and social class. Both the notions, control and class, are based 
solely on the idea of power, while the notions of ownership and social class 
add such ideas as legitimacy, consciousness, culture and traditions. By class is 
meant solely a set of people who have an essentially similar relation to the 
means of production, i.e. slaves or slave-owners, feudal lords or serfs, 
capitalists or proletarians, petty bourgeois independent producers, etc. By 
social class is meant a class which has a consciousness of itself as a class, with 
distinctive traditions and social customs manifested in high rates of inter¬ 
marriage within the class, and a high probability of passing one’s class position 
on to one’s children. To demonstrate that a society is a class society, it is 
sufficient to demonstrate that it has exploiting and exploited classes. It is not 
necessary to demonstrate that these classes have crystallized and consoli¬ 
dated into social classes. However, it should be noted that there is a universal 
tendency for such crystallization and consolidation of classes to take place. It 
follows that evidence of the existence of social classes, such as high rates of 
inter-marriage and close inter-generational linkages of social position where 
there are inequalities in income and decision making, can serve to indicate the 
existence of classes. 

By producing classes or the working people 1 mean all those classes which 
primarily produce the goods and services required by society. By non-producing 
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classes or the owning/controlling classes I mean all those classes that live off 
the labour of other classes (without themselves making an equivalent contri¬ 
bution to the needs of society), such as rentiers, ‘coupon clippers*, heirs of 
fortunes, landlords and the rich in general, as well as those engaged primarily 
in higher level supervision designed to ensure exploitation and domination, 
c.g. top corporate managers, most higher level state officials in class society, 
and higher level military officers. 

In different types of society the producing classes have very different 
compositions, with one class normally being pre-eminent. In contemporary 
capitalist society the largest component of the producing classes is the 
proletariat or working class. This class lives by selling its labour power to those 
that own the means of production; they do not control the conditions of 
their labour. The working class has a number of sectors, the largest and most 
Important of which is the industrial proletariat — those who mainly work 
with their hands in factories, mines, construction sites, transport and 
communication. The industrial working class, together with farm and service 
workers compose the manual working class. Other sectors of the working 
class include service workers who work in such places as restaurants or 
laundries, clerical and office workers, and sales workers. The petty bourgeoi¬ 
sie in advanced capitalist countries is a secondary class within the producing 
classes. It is composed of its traditional or independent sector (‘the old petty 
bourgeoisie') comprising independent artisans and professionals, and small 
businessmen and farmers (all of whom have considerable control over the 
conditions of their labour); and the employed or salaried ‘new petty 
bourgeoisie' comprising lower level managers, salaried professionals, teachers, 
engineers, scientists, etc. The new petty bourgeoisie can in turn be divided 
into its managerial strata composed of those engaged primarily In supervision 
(whether employed by enterprises or by the state), and its technical or 
professional strata composed of those who make a more direct contribution 
to providing goods and services. These latter two categories - the managerial 
strata and the technical and professional strata — are especially important in 
the analysis of societies such as the Soviet Union where they will be referred 
to respectively as the managerial intelligentsia (or stratum) and the profess¬ 
ional (or technical) intelligentsia (or stratum). 

It may be the case that the manual working class and the intelligentsia 
(managerial and professional) in socialist countries (but not, of course, in 
communist societies) have differences in their respective degrees of control 
over the conditions of their own labour comparable to those which exist in 
capitalist societies. However, in socialist societies the difference between the 
petty bourgeoisie of salaried managers, officials, professionals and experts 
on the one hand, and the working class on the other, must be defined in 
terms of the character of the work done, and not in terms of whether they 
receive a wage or a salary, or in terms of the varying degree of control of the 
two classes over the conditions of their labour. Thus in a socialist society 
we can speak of the following classes and sectors: the industrial sectors of 
the working class who work mostly with their hands in factories, mines, 


23 



Is the Red Flag Flying? 


construction, transport and communications; the white collar sectors of the 
working class who do the menial work in offices and shops; the farm workers 
who do manual labour on the state farms; the highly educated technical 
sectors of the petty bourgeoisie (the technical or professional intelligentsia) 
who develop and disseminate knowledge and skills and who provide profes¬ 
sional services; the managerial sector of the petty bourgeoisie, or intelli¬ 
gentsia, who are engaged primarily in supervision, planning and the overall 
guidance of institutions (e.g. enterprise managers, state officials and party 
leaders); and the peasants who either work on collective farms or for them¬ 
selves. 


Ruling Gasses and Power Elites 

Following a parallel discussion by G. William Domhoff in his Who Rules 
America , I will define a 'power elite'as made up of those individuals who 
occupy command positions in the leading institutions of a society and who 
exercise day-to-day decision making power. A *ruling class', on the other 
hand, refers to that class which controls the means of production (whether or 
not it owns them) and which dominates the state apparatus (whether or not 
it has a legitimate right to do so, and whether or not it exercises day-to-day 
operational decision making). There may be a coincidence between the ruling 
class and the power elite. On the other hand, the power elite may consist of 
individuals who are for the most part not members of the ruling class, but 
who are in the most fundamental sense under their control, and hence serve 
their interests. This could conceivably be the case in any type of class society, 
as well as in a socialist society. Logically, it is just as possible for a producing 
class to hire state officials both to run day-to-day matters and to take the 
initiative in formulating major policies, as it is possible for the owners of 
capitalist industry to secure officials to do exactly the same things. If one has 
power, one need not necessarily have to worry either about day-to-day detail 
or about coming up with policy proposals. One need only accept or reject 
basic policies and benefit from them. i.e. It is not necessary for a ruling class 
actually to be the first to come up with new ideas or policy proposals. It is 
only necessary for the policies that are implemented to be in this class’s 
interests and for it to have the power to affirm or veto such policies. Ruling 
classes in all forms of class society have hired intellectuals, scientists, engin¬ 
eers, and experts of all kinds as well as officials, managers and top government 
leaders to come up with new ideas as well as carry them out. In fact most 
new ideas and policies in such societies come from people outside of the 
ruling class, e.g. U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s foreign policies 
during the 1970s. But such ideas and policies are always stamped with the 
interests of the class that controls the means of production and the state, 
and for whom these hirelings work. Thus state socialism, where the initiative 
as well as day-to-day operational decision making is in the hands of state 
officials, is just as much a socialist society as decentralized socialism. 
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where initiative and day-to-day decision making are in the hands of the 
producing classes themselves. Whether or not a society is in fact socialist 
cannot be determined at the political level by whether or not there is a power 
elite which initiates policies and makes day-to-day decisions. It must be 
determined, instead, on the basis of whether or not the decisions made are in 
the interests of the producing classes, and whether or not the decision makers 
could have made any other decisions and still remained in their positions 
(i.c. whether or not the producing classes exercise effective control over 
them). If decisions are made in the interests of the producing classes, but the 
(tower elite could have gone against them and kept their positions, then the 
producing classes cannot be said to exercise control over the power elite, 
thus, even if such a power elite can be considered to be humane and well 
(mentioned, the society cannot be a socialist society since the producing 
classes cannot be considered to have power. Consequently, to prove that a 
society is not socialist, it is not sufficient to prove that it has a power elite 
which takes the initiative in policy formation and which makes day-to-day 
decisions. It must be further demonstrated that there is a ruling class which 
exploits the surplus labour of the producing class and uses it in its own 
interests. 


Mechanisms of Popular Control 

In the ideal model of fully decentralized socialism, all working people govern 
themselves through participation in workers' councils, selection of all leaders 
through frequent elections (with provision for immediate recall) and referenda 
or other votes on all the basic questions facing the society and its constituent 
parts. Further, the initiative in the decision making processes, as well as day- 
to-day operational control, in both the economic enterprises and in state 
bodies resides with the masses of working people. The existence of such 
structures and decentralized processes, however, is not a necessary condition 
for the rule of the working class, i.e. socialism can exist under much less 
stringent political conditions. 

The existence of councils in which the members of the ruling class partici¬ 
pate, and plebiscites or even elections for leading officials, are not necessary 
conditions for the rule of a given class; their existence is not a necessary test 
of whether or not a given class controls the power elite. This can easily be 
demonstrated by an examination of capitalist and especially pre-capitalist 
class societies. The leading officials of slave and feudal societies, for example, 
were not generally elected. Heredity and occasional conquests and uprisings 
were the mechanisms by which membership of the power elite of such 
societies was determined. Nevertheless, the leading state officials in feudal 
ond slave societies did generally represent the interest of the classes which 
controlled the means of production in these societies. likewise, in capitalist 
society, the rule of various fascist regimes in Europe and the widely prevalent 
military regimes in Asia, Africa and Latin America (which rely marginally, if 
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at all, on elections) must also be considered, in most cases, to exemplify 
bourgeois and landlord control over the state. Clearly, there must be other 
channels by which a given class can exercise control over a power elite and 
thus constitute a ruling class. 

Of course, even the selection of members of the power elite through 
elections and general votes on issues of public policy does not guarantee 
democracy for the productive classes. The example of plebiscites in 
Napoleon’s France or Hitler’s Germany, as well as the frequent elections in 
capitalist countries today, illustrates that merely holding elections does not 
provide real control over a power elite. There are numerous works that 
demonstrate the mechanisms of capitalist class control over the state in 
spite of popular elections. 5 Control, to be real, must be exercised through 
considerably more substantial channels than elections. 

Just as it is possible for the capitalist class to exercise real control over 
the state in the absence of elections (or in spite of elections in which the 
number of its own votes is miniscule), so it is possible for the producing 
classes in a socialist society to exercise real control in the absence of such 
formal structures of control. The most important of such informal mech¬ 
anisms include: (1) the original revolution by which the working people 
overthrew the old order and selected a revolutionary leadership; (2) the 
economic logic of the socialist mode of production which requires leaders to 
respond to the needs of the working people in order to promote production; 
(3) the threat of massive resistance and even another revolution in the event 
of a betrayal of the socialist ideal; (4) the effect of the recruitment of 
leaders from working class backgrounds; (5) the effect of the leaders* social 
integration into the working class by such means as participation in manual 
labour, living in working class neighbourhoods and taking part in popular 
activities; and (6) participation in a disciplined party which is predominantly 
working class. Let us examine each of these mechanisms in turn. 

The ongoing importance of the original revolution, in which the masses of 
oppressed producers overthrew the old ruling classes and put new leaders and 
a new organization (e.g., a communist party) in power, should not be lightly 
dismissed. There is considerable inertia in people’s attitudes, commitments 
and loyalties and - in the absence of such temptations as the old class 
society offered to, for example, trade union leaders — the revolutionary 
leadership can well be expected (at least for a considerable time) to remain 
loyal to the class which elevated it to power. Not only inertia, but also its 
conception of itself as a revolutionary leadership and sense of worth and 
accomplishment, are tied to its ongoing pursuit of the revolutionary idea. 

The so-called ‘iron law of oligarchy*, developed in its most sophisticated 
form by Roberto Michels, is too easily accepted by cynics who believe that 
anyone in a position of power will more or less immediately and completely 
be corrupted by its exercise. While this may be true of many trade union 
officials in capitalist society, there is only scanty evidence that this ’law* can 
be more widely applied. On the contrary, the experiences of the Catholic 
Church and of military establishments, as well as of government officials in 
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ull forms of class society, demonstrates the considerable strength of the ideo¬ 
logical commitments of officials and their loyalty to the people from whom 
I hey have emerged. The original revolution can thus be considered a valid 
form of election, at least for a generation or so after the event, and perhaps 
considerably longer, provided, early in the history of the new regime an 
Inxtitutionalization of leadership selection is accomplished that can ensure the 
promotion and selection of individuals of a similar mould to those fust 
selected by the working people in the act of revolution. 

A power elite in a state socialist society is also not under the same pressures 
lo become self-serving as is a power elite in a class society. The very survival 
und expansion of capitalists, and the promotion of corporate managers, lies in 
their securing the greatest surplus from the workers. Failure to do so means 
m lower rate of profit, eventual bankruptcy, or demotion. The case is similar 
with slave owners or feudal lords. The inherent logic of these modes of 
production requires them to act in such a way as to maximize the rate of 
exploitation. This includes utilizing the state which they control to realize 
their economic ends. Because of the class nature of production, this naturally 
implies that the state will be used in the interests of one class against the 
Interests of another, since the very nature of slave, serf, peasant or capitalist 
relations is based on conflicting class interests, (i.e. what is in the interests of 
the ruling class is contrary to the interests of the producer class and vice- 
versa). 

No such logic applies in the case of non-class societies. The motive force 
acting on a power elite in a socialist society moving it towards consolidating 
its power, and advancing its own interests at the expense of the producing 
classes would appear to be a diffuse psychologically based desire to get 
more and more power for its own sake. This has nothing to do with any 
requisites inherent in the mode of production, such as dearly exist in class 
society. Any such psychological pressure must either be biologically deter¬ 
mined or be a residue of conditioning inherited from class society. Given the 
evidence of anthropology, the first alternative seems untenable. As for any 
learned propensities for power and privilege on the part of a revolutionary 
leadership, these are likely to be counteracted by the leadership's conception 
of itself as performing a revolutionary duty and its own belief in the revo¬ 
lutionary ideas by which it achieved its position. There would seem to be 
little structural pressure to undermine these ideals except that which comes 
from the necessity to increase production, build social unity and defend the 
icvolution. Nevertheless there may be resistance to day-to-day operational 
decisions being made by the masses and a desire to keep the initiative in 
the leadership's own hands which stems from a feeling that it is best equipped 
to make decisions and from the feeling of self-esteem when they are proved 
right. In times of crisis, such as the 1920s and 1930s in the Soviet Union, this 
feeling may well be valid. 

While state socialism might well degenerate into state capitalism or even a 
lorm of industrial state serfdom, the pressure for such a transformation 
cannot be found in some inevitable biological or structural wish for power 
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amongst the revolutionary power elites, but must rather be sought in the 
structural logic of the social formation, such as may well occur at a low level 
of the development of the productive forces, or under extreme external or 
internal threats. A revolutionary power elite has no inherent interest in under¬ 
mining the position of the productive classes for its own sake. Indeed its 
feelings of accomplishment and self-esteem are best realized when greater 
popular participation and egalitarianism are achieved. This is not to say that 
a power elite does not attempt to achieve special privileges in the form of 
materia] benefits, as well as to secure political prerogatives in its hands. But 
it does not experience the same pressures to exploit the producing classes 
as do power elites in class societies. To the extent that the power elite 
succeeds in advancing the productive forces to the point where it need not 
suffer and the revolution is consolidated, and to the extent that it needs to 
validate the socialist ideology of the regime, a revolutionary power elite can 
at least be as much expected to move in the direction of communism, as 
towards state capitalism. The actual movement of the society will follow the 
structural logic of the social formation, not the subjective desires of its 
power elite. 

Just as class societies have a logic of their own, independent of the will of 
their power elites, so does socialist society. (Only communist society is free 
of such a logic.) The capitalist state must act to maximize and guarantee 
profits and ensure the process of capitalist accumulation, regardless of 
whether representatives of the capitalist class or a proletarian party are 
occupying governmental positions. To act otherwise would result in a general 
economic collapse because of withdrawal of co-operation by the capitalist 
class (the so-called undermining of business confidence’). Thus, unless a 
socialist revolution is on the agenda, capitalist policies must be followed. 

There is a very limited number of options for the leadership of a capitalist 
state, as well as for the managers of capitalist enterprises, which in spite of 
appearances are not generally free to decide one thing or another. In practice, 
the laws of capitalist economic relations largely determine the decisions made 
and the probability of their successful implementation. Likewise, in a socialist 
society surrounded by a capitalist world; the necessity to develop industrially, 
to feed the people, to protect itself and catch up with the leading capitalist 
countries, imposes a fairly limited set of options on a socialist power elite. 

On a wide range of questions the decisions made by a socialist power elite 
or by the people as a whole would be much the same, since they are dictated 
by the situation. 

There is no guarantee, however, that a power elite, once installed by the 
producing classes, will uphold its commitment to socialism indefinitely. A 
degeneration to state capitalism is a real possibility. State capitalism which 
does not rely on popular mobilization and enthusiasm to guarantee produc¬ 
tion is a real alternative to the necessity for such mobilization required by 
socialism. To prevent this degeneration there must be mechanisms by which 
the producing classes can exercise ongoing control over the power elite. One 
of the most important of these mechanisms, whether or not there are elections, 
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is the threat of another revolution or uprising, or simply massive resistance and 
non-compliance in the event of the power elite moving towards becoming a 
ruling class. Such becomes a real possibility if arms are widely distributed 
and most of the working people have received military training. With revo¬ 
lutionary traditions alive from the recent revolution that installed the regime 
In power, and with the vitality and immediacy of the revolutionary ideology, 
this mechanism is far more real than in Western capitalist countries where 
bourgeois revolutionary traditions are ancient history and egalitarian ideol¬ 
ogies are not used to legitimate the state. The claim that the power elite’s 
position rests on its attaining progress towards communism can easily be 
discredited in the absence of such progress. Self-serving decision making and 
nccumulated privilege among the power elite might be expected to result 
very soon in the delegitimation of any regime which bases its legitimacy on 
revolutionary egalitarianism and the achievement of communism, and would 
lend to massive resistance (at first passive but eventually probably actual 
uprisings). The Chinese Cultural Revolution is a leading case in point. 

Socialist regimes must rely on massive grass roots participation if they are 
In work, especially since the control functions of markets do not operate. 

(lie productive classes must be mobilized and politically active. And such 
massive and authentic participation creates great pressures from below on 
the selection of officials (with or without real elections) and on policy form¬ 
al ion (with or without formal voting on policies). In such a situation, blatant 
manipulation and lack of consideration for the sentiments and interests of 
l lie masses is ruled out since it would result in demoralization and depoliti- 
i l/ution, a radical decline in productivity, the decay of the moral fabric of 
nocicty and a general social breakdown. 

Scholars who have analysed the mechanisms by which the capitalist class 
dominates the political process in formally democratic capitalist countries 
(ipecifically G. William Domhoff and C. Wright Mills) have argued that two 
of (he most important ways in which the formally democratic structures are 
ihort-circuited are: (a) the sources of recruitment of the decision makers, 
und (b) their contemporary social networks. Analogous processes also operate 
In u socialist society as mechanisms of control, albeit in this case by the 
working people not the capitalists. Just as the capitalist class in bourgeois 
society can dominate the state by providing the personnel for top positions 
und integrating the brightest individuals from other classes through elite 
*■ bools, so can the working class in a socialist society dominate the state by 
Ihcmselves providing the incumbents of the power elite and integrating the 
t liildren of other classes via the educational process. Just as the capitalist 
rluss can dominate the state by integrating the power elite into the ruling 
t hiss through social clubs, resorts, directorships, exclusive neighbourhoods 
und common leisure time activities, work life and friendship networks, so 
i un the working class in a socialist society dominate the state by integrating 
the power elite through its participation in physical labour, living in working- 
t:l»ss neighbourhoods and apartments, participation in working-class leisure 
* tlvities, participation in grass roots political meetings, especially those of a 
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disciplined party, and common friendship networks. Especially important is 
the role of a disciplined party which guides the process of the selection of 
leaders, using political criteria designed to ensure socialist policies, and which 
socially integrates the power elite with the working people, providing a 
channel through which the needs and ideas of common working people can 
be transmitted to the leadership. Hie question of the social composition of 
such a party, the degree of respect its working-class members have among 
other working people, and the degree of internal party democracy (formal 
and informal) are thus of central importance to the question of how much 
power the common working people have. 

The various informal mechanisms discussed above are possible ways in 
which the working people can exercise real control over a power elite. They 
have their parallels in mechanisms used by owning classes to control feudal 
and capitalist societies, and can be expected to be real channels of power in 
socialist societies as well. 

We can categorize a number of degrees of direct democracy through which 
the working people can impose their will on a power elite within socialist 
society. The most directly democratic socialism would be one in which 
policies were initiated by the masses, full discussion of the policies resulted 
in the formation of a popular will and the power elite merely passively 
implemented that will. The next most directly democratic would be where 
a power elite initiated most policies, but after full popular debate the 
working people passed, either positively or negatively , on them before they 
were implemented. The next most directly democratic would be where the 
power elite initiated most new policies and implemented them without a full 
popular debate, policy by policy, but where the leading members of the 
power elite were selected and dismissed by the working people on the basis of 
their politics and class stand. Finally, in the absence of any of these three 
formal mechanisms for controlling decision making, a society can still be 
socialist so long as any of the informal mechanisms outlined above ensure 
real control over the power elite by the working people. Whether any or all 
of the formal or informal mechanisms, or some combination of them, in fact 
operate to guarantee real control over the power elite by the productive 
masses in any given country is an empirical question which can only be 
resolved by concrete investigation. 

The various mechanisms by which a socialist power elite can be effectively 
controlled by the working people can be negated by the tendency for a new 
state bourgeoisie to emerge out of such an elite. Material conditions might be 
such that those who are selected by the revolutionary masses to occupy 
power elite positions are gradually transformed into the controllers (and 
eventually owners) of the means of production and come to control the state 
(becoming the beneficiaries of such control at the expense of the working 
people). Both political ideology and behaviour can come to adapt themselves 
to one's social position. Thus those who are in the command posts of society 
can gradually, under the proper conditions, without admitting it to themselves, 
slip into objectively bourgeois roles. The road from a state socialism, where 
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n power elite has the political initiative and decision making is centralized, to 
a Mate capitalism where the elite uses its initiative and decision making rights 
hi its own interests without being controlled by the working people, is both 

i ontinuous and without distinctive markers. Whether or not a socialist 
tociety travels down it is a product of the objective material conditions of the 
Muiety: e.g. external threats, the level of the productive forces, the extensive- 
urns of popular enthusiasm for the system and the degree of internal oppo¬ 
sition to socialism. 

We cannot rule out the very real possibility of a degeneration of socialism 
Into state capitalism. There is, of course, no a priori process by which we can 
dr (ermine whether or not a given society that claims to be socialist, e.g. the 
Soviet Union in the 1930s, Cuba in the 1960s, China from 1955 to 1965, 
Romania in the 1970s, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in the 
l l )70s, etc., is in fact socialist, or state capitalist, or state feudalist or yet 
«onic other social form. Only a scientific study of its concrete reality can 
leiolve such questions. 

The Marxist argument about the function of a vanguard class is relevant 
lit this discussion. Marx argued that the bourgeoisie during the period of the 
french Revolution served the general interest of all classes (except the old 
(midal lords) because its interests coincided with the general interest. Similar 
arguments were made by Marx and Engels in relation to the ruling class of 
every form of class society during its early period. The proletariat, according 
to Marxist-Leninist theory, plays a similar role even in societies where it is a 
unnll minority such as in most Third World countries. Its interests represent 
the interests of lumpen elements, peasantry, petty bourgeois and even national 
Imurgeois. The vanguard class serves the interests of other classes indepen- 
tlent of any formal or even informal mechanism of control by the other 
diisses over the leading class. It is purely a matter of the interest of the 
working class coinciding with the interest of the ruling class at a given level of 
I lie development of the productive forces. 6 

Thus even if it were demonstrated that the Soviet Union were not socialist, 

I r that the producing classes did not exercise formal or informal control 
over the power elite and the state, it would not necessarily follow that the 
policies pursued by the power elite (which must in such a case be considered 

ii ruling class, whether or not it was also a crystallized social class) are to the 
ilrtriment of the producing classes (even if the latter were being exploited). 
Murx and Engels justified the exploitation of slaves, serfs and proletarians 
during the early phase of slave, feudal and capitalist society as being in the 
mil interest of the slaves, serfs and workers (e.g. Engels argued that the 
Alternative to slavery for war captives, who were the source of slaves, was 
death by torture). 7 Thus it could well be the case that a ruling class of the 
Soviet Union could be serving the authentic interests of the producing 

»lasses. Consequently, proof that the producing classes benefit (but not 
whether or not they benefit relative to the power elite) is not evidence that 
they rule, and thus not support for the thesis that a society is socialist. 
However, if it can be demonstrated that the producing classes do not benefit, 
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then this would seem to be sufficient proof that they do not rule. Likewise, 
if it can be shown that the power elite does not benefit, but that the 
producing classes do, this would appear to be substantial evidence in favour 
of the hypothesis that the producing classes rule and that such a society is 
socialist. 

There is thus a possibility of a society which, while not socialist, would 
serve the interests of the working class along with those of a ruling class. We 
might call such a society a benevolent bureaucratism which must be cate¬ 
gorized as capitalist (although of a most peculiar variety), if wage labour is 
the predominant form by which the ruling class appropriates the economic 
surplus (which it then dispenses in such a fashion as to benefit the masses of 
producers). Calling such a society capitalist, however, stretches this concept 
to its outer limits since, because of the absence of both markets and self- 
interested exploitation, it would bear almost no resemblance to contempor¬ 
ary Western capitalism. Such a benevolent form of state capitalism might even 
have the inherent possibility of transforming itself into a form of socialism 
without a revolution if the power elite was required to move in the direction 
of increasing popular involvement in order to justify and legitimate its position 
(e.g. the need to make credible an egalitarian ideology which justifies the 
leading role of the elite). Whether or not such a society could exist in the real 
world must be decided by empirical investigation. 


Forms of Socialism 

There aTe many different types of socialism. Perhaps the most fundamental 
distinction between the forms of socialism lies in the degree of collective 
operation of the means of production and the locus of initiative in decision 
making. We will use the term 'decentralized socialism’ to refer basically 
to all those varieties of socialism where the producers exercise direct 
day-to-day operation of the means of production and tend to 
initiate decision making processes. ‘Decentralized socialism’ may 
be considered to have two basic sub-cases: (a) market socialism, where the 
collectives of producers who make the day-to-day decisions relate to one 
another primarily through markets; and (b) communal socialism, where the 
producers’ collectives eschew market relations in favour of collective agree¬ 
ments and understandings motivated by a consciousness of the interest of the 
whole. Perhaps Yugoslavia comes the closest of any presently existing society 
to the first, while 1967-76 China comes the closest to the second. 

We will use the term ‘state socialism’ to refer to those social formations 
where the means of production are not operated directly by the producing 
class (although they may well play an important secondary role) and where 
therefore state officials typically play the leading role in initiating decisions. 
It has been claimed by many sympathizers that the Soviet Union - for some 
until the mid- 1920s, for others until the mid-1950s, and for still others until 
today - is the prototype of such a social formation. We may usefully 
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illitiinguish four sub-types of state socialism: (a) State Market Socialism where 
lUy-to-day operational decision making resides with managers (ultimately 
controlled by the producing classes) and where the enterprises relate to one 
another through markets (perhaps it could be argued that Hungary is becom¬ 
ing an example); (b) Charismatic State Socialism, where day-to-day decision 
making power and overall initiative resides with a small body of leaders such 
(ii the political bureau of the Communist Party, but where real ultimate 
control rests with the producing classes (some would argue that Cuba is, or 
Iimi been, an example of such a type of society, others would argue that 
China during the 1950s, or the Soviet Union from the 1920s until the 1950s 
were other examples); (c) Bureaucratic State Socialism, here although 
ultimate control resides in the hands of the producing class, a rather large 
body of state and party officials maintain the initiative and day-to-day 
ojicrational decision making, and use their position to a considerable degree 
in their own interests (this is similar to Trotsky's view of the Soviet Union in 
the late 1920s and 1930s); and (d) Technocratic Socialism, where a sizeable 
gioup of people with scientific and technical training motivated largely by 
concerns for efficiency, science and progress maintain both the initiative and 
day-to-day decision making power. 

Socialism means the collective ownership and control of the means of 
production by the working people or producing classes (these two terms are 
used interchangeably). Since there are a number of different producing classes, 
wc can also define a number of types of socialism in terms of their specific 
class nature. Traditionally Marxists have talked primarily about proletarian 
MH'ialism, where the industrial working class owned and controlled the means 
of production and dominated the state. But Marx and Engels (e.g. in the 
(I mmunist Manifesto and in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific) discussed a 
number of other forms of socialism such as 'Christian Socialism’, 'petty 
bourgeois socialism', and 'utopian socialism’. Beside proletarian socialism it 
might today be most useful to distinguish peasant socialism and petty 
bourgeois socialism: they are those forms of socialism in which the centre 
ol gravity of political power and control over productive enterprises resides 
irspectively in the hands of the peasants who control the land through 
collectives or communes or in the hands of petty bourgeois engineers, pro- 
lessionals, scientists, economists, lower level managers, etc. employed by the 
ulute or collectives. Any actual socialist society may well contain significant 
components of all three types. The main question here is which of the three 
producing classes plays the leading role in a given socialist social formation. 

A given society of course need not fully correspond to any of the various 
types of societies laid out in the above schema. Societies can be intermediate 
between two or even three of the forms. Societies may also be in relatively 
rupid transition from one form to another. Nothing in the schema is meant 
lo rule out any of these possibilities. Yugoslavia for example may well be a 
i use of a society intermediate between market socialism and market 
capitalism, and in transition from the former to the latter. 
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Transformation of Socialist Societies 

There is a strong tendency for competitive capitalism to evolve into monopoly 
capitalism, for monopoly capitalism to evolve into state capitalism and for 
the contradictions of monopoly capitalism to explode and a socialist society 
of one or another type to develop out of its ashes. Either charismatic 
socialism or communal socialism would seem to be the most likely immediate 
forms. Communal socialism has a tendency in turn to evolve either into state 
socialism with initiative and day-to-day decision making passing to state 
officials, or into communism. Communal socialism may evolve either towards 
bureaucratic or towards technocratic state socialism depending on whether 
state officials or technical experts come to assume more and more of the 
initiative in response to the serious problems of industrialization, protection 
from foreign and domestic enemies, etc. Charismatic socialism, as revolut¬ 
ionary energies become institutionalized, tends to evolve towards any of the 
other forms of socialism, depending on the leaders* evaluation of the domestic 
and local situation. 

Decentralized market socialism tends to evolve towards state market 
socialism because the imperatives of profit making imposed by markets force 
the producers to give up their autonomy in order to survive in the competitive 
struggle. State market socialism in turn also has a tendency to regress to 
private capitalism for the same reason. Managers who were originally given 
authority by the workers in order to make a profit for the collective tend to 
accrue more and more power and prerogatives to themselves until they 
eventually have de facto control over both production and the state. 

Bureaucratic state socialism has a tendency to regress to state capitalism 
as state and party officials, under pressure from domestic and internal oppo¬ 
sition, as well as the logic of industrialization, accrue more and more prerog¬ 
atives to themselves until eventually it can be said that they form an exploiting 
class with de facto control over both the means of production and the state, 
control that they are able to exercise securely even against the interests and 
will of the producing classes. The smoothest road to communism (a stateless 
social formation without a fundamental division of labour) is clearly from 
communal socialism. Roads to communism from either variety of market 
socialism and from bureaucratic state socialism would appear to have major 
roadblocks because of the degenerative forces inherent in these forms. 

The other two possible roads to communism would appear to be through 
charismatic and technocratic socialism. Since it appears that not very long 
after the revolution charisma is inevitably routinized, it does not seem that 
the life of this form would ever be sufficient for the full transition to com¬ 
munism. Whether or not technocratic socialism can give birth to communism 
is still an open question, although the lack of initiative and day-to-day 
decision making powers on the part of the masses raises real questions about 
the probability of such a path without an intervening cultural revolution of 
the Chinese type. 

The greatest question of our time may well be the relative potentials of 
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ime or another type of socialism for either regression back to market or state 
npitalism or for moving forward to communism. The Chinese in the late 
1960s put forth a very different model of transition from the Soviets. The 
rent of this investigation will attempt to throw some light on a major aspect 
of this general problem. 
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3. The Role of Market 
Forces 


In both the principal definitions of capitalism given in the previous chapter 
markets are considered central. By one definition, capitalism is essentially 
equated with a market economy (i.e. the predominance of capital, labour and 
commodity markets) while in the other, the predominance of wage labour 
markets together with the existence of an exploiting class, is considered to 
be the defining characteristic. This chapter will examine the extent to which 
markets, especially wage labour markets, predominate in the U.S.S.R. This 
will help answer the question of whether the country is capitalist (by either 
definition). 

In this chapter I will systematically look at: (1) the relative role of profits 
and the central plan in guiding the Soviet economy, examining especially the 
significance of the Liberman-Kosygin reforms; (2) the role of commodity 
markets and the factors determining commodity prices; (3) the role of 
capital (or producer) goods markets; (4) the role of labour markets; and (5) 
any tendencies generated through the operation of markets to produce 
either a declining rate of profit or an increasing surplus. 

Since, of all these points, the question of the existence of labour markets 
is the most important (because the traditional Marxist definition of capitalism 
centres on the concept of labour power as a commodity, along with the 
existence of a controlling and exploiting class), three separate aspects of this 
question are examined: (a) the allocation of labour power; (b) the remuner¬ 
ation of workers, especially the role (if any) of unemployment in setting wages; 
and (c) the extent to which workers’ self-management of enterprises exists. 

If it can be shown that labour is fundamentally allocated by, and wages 
determined by, unemployment and the reserve army of labour (operating 
openly or in a hidden form through the plan), and that workers are treated 
merely as labour power in the factories (i.e. have no real control over the 
conditions of their labour), then the hypothesis that labour markets do 
predominate in the Soviet Union (a necessary, but not sufficient, condition 
for the existence of capitalism) will have been demonstrated. 
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Profit and the Plan 

The essence of the ‘new system’ being pushed ahead so vigorously by the 
Soviet revisionist leading group under the cloak of ‘economic reform’ is to 
practise in an all around way capitalist management in all fields of the 
national economy, completely disrupt the socialist relations of production 
and thoroughly break up the socialist economic base. The enforcement of 
the ‘new system' has resulted in abolishing the former system of unified 
economic planning by the state and setting profit above all. It authorizes 
the enterprises to decide independently on their production and manage¬ 
ment plans and gives them free rein to seek high profits as in capitalist 
enterprises. It provides the leaders of the enterprises with more and 
bigger privileges and endows them with the power to deal freely with 
matters concerning production, finance and personnel in the enterprises. 
(Hsinhua, 29 October 1967) 

Contrary to this Chinese claim, in the Soviet Union today the most impor¬ 
tant production and allocation decisions are still made through the central 
plan. The initiative for the goals of the plan comes from the Central Commit¬ 
tee of the Communist Party which establishes the basic priorities. The State 
Hanning Commission (GOSPLAN) then formulates control statistics for 
about 250 product groups which fulfil these priorities. GOSPLAN negotiates 
with the various industrial ministries and sends the tentative annual target 
figures to the enterprises. Enterprises evaluate the GOSPLAN proposals and 
communicate back to the central agencies the extent to which they feel 
they can fulfil the annual plan. GOSPLAN then puts it all together, checking 
(he consistency of the various inputs and outputs to ensure a ‘material 
balance’ (e.g that the amount of steel that the steel industry is targeted to 
produce in fact equals the demand from steel consuming industries). Finally, 

It sends the modified plan to the Council of Ministers for approval and then 
sends the finalized annual production targets to individual enterprises. Only 
the basic commodities are fully planned in this way. Large numbers of minor 
commodities are not explicitly planned by the central planning agencies, but 
because their production depends on the output of the basic planned 
commodities, the plan greatly influences their production as well. Each 
enterprise is presented with about 14 annual targets to fulfil, the most impor¬ 
tant of which is the total output actually sold. 1 Enterprises are controlled 
by the central authorities not only through the physical plan from which they 
receive their necessary material inputs, but also through the financial plan. This 
controls their wages bill, credit, planned cost reductions, etc. And, to the extent 
the enterprises have to borrow from the central bank to finance investment, they 
are controlled through the central state banking system as well. 2 The state 
bank oversees enterprises in their fulfilment of the plan, and audits their 
operations in order to check on any deviations from the tasks assigned by the 
planning authorities. While it is true that the intermediate level five year 
plans often embody only general targets rather than fully worked out goals 
for each enterprise, over the entire five year period it is certainly also true that 
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planning is the dominant force. This planning takes the form of the annual 
establishment of targets and the central allocation of resources, as well as the 
central establishment of prices and wages and centralized investment decisions. 
As a result, very little actual autonomy lies with individual enterprises or 
associations. 3 

Contrary to some people’s preconceptions, profit in the Soviet Union, 
while it is one of the planned targets of enterprises and a criterion on which 
the central planning commission evaluates performance, is not in command. 
Profit, rather than being the sole determinant of production and distribution 
decisions (as it is in private capitalist economies) is in the Soviet Union 
merely a lever by which the central planning authorities attempt to increase 
productivity, efficiency and compliance with planned production targets. 

Gross realized (sold) output is the primary indicator of managerial success, 
not profits. 4 

A number of differences between profits in the Soviet Union and profits 
in market capitalist societies should be pointed out: (1) Profits cannot be 
increased in the Soviet Union by restricting production since all prices are 
centrally determined. (2) Profits are not owned or even very much controlled 
by private persons. Profits are shared out by the state and the enterprises 
according to criteria established by the state. Only a very, very small propor¬ 
tion accrues to the managers in the form of bonuses. Thus, unlike in the West, 
the profits of an enterprise do not lead to great differences in people's social 
positions. (3) Profits are not necessarily an objective measure of efficiency 
since the state very often fixes prices below their values (in the case of many 
basic necessities) or above their values (in the case of many luxury goods). 

(4) Differences in profits do not necessarily determine the distribution of 
investment since basic investment decisions are centrally determined on the 
basis of complex criteria. These depend on the state's decisions as to the 
relative priority of competing long-term goals, such as emphasis on heavy 
industry, building up the military, decreasing inequality, raising consumption 
levels and, recently,promoting agriculture. (5) The flow of Soviet capital to 
foreign countries is not determined by profit maximization or the inability 
to invest profits at home (under-consumption). 5 

The Libetman/Kosygin Reforms: 

Much of the Chinese argument that capitalism was restored in the Soviet 
Union in the 1960s rests on an interpretation of the 1965 Liberman/ 

Kosygin reforms. The Chinese argue that these reforms transferred funda¬ 
mental control over the economy to the individual enterprise managers who 
now essentially relate to one another through markets. Such an interpretation 
cannot be substantiated. 

The debate about the proposals put forward by Liberman in the early 
1960s, proposals which called for an increasing reliance on markets and 
decentralization of economic decision making, gained central attention 
because of the slowing down in Soviet growth rates at that time. Liberman 
never called for giving enterprises autonomy (as is the case in Yugoslavia). 
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Instead he argued only for a decrease in the number of targets given by the 
central planning authorities to the enterprises, in order to increase their 
flexibility and initiative, and also for the use of profitability as one indicator 
of the efficient use of resources. 6 He never proposed that basic decisions 
concerning the quantity, composition and prices of output should devolve 
f rom the central planners. 

All the basic levers of centralized planning - prices, finances, budget, 
accounting, large capital investments - and finally all the value, labour 
and major natural indices of rates and proportions in the sphere of 
production, distribution and consumption will be determined entirely 
at the centre. 

Their fulfillment will be assured and guaranteed because obligatory annual 
control figures on all important indices will be presented to the economic 
councils (and to the executive committees of local Soviets). The economic 
council would no longer be just an intermediate agency ... but a centre 
or hub at which all the lines of planning converge. 7 


The actual reforms implemented in 1965 (referred to as the Kosygin 
reforms) were actually considerably less far reaching than even those actually 
proposed by Liberman. These Kosygin reforms were quite modest and 
umounted to no fundamental change in the Soviet system of planning, enter¬ 
prise management or incentives. The reforms were implemented in an 
nttempt to reverse the lagging performance of the economy by countering 
tendencies of the enterprises to hoard, become self-sufficient in inputs and 
he particularistic in outlook. They were an attempt to use resources more 
efficiently, improve the quality of output, get enterprises to adopt higher 
plan targets, introduce new technology, increase productivity and decrease 
costs. They used the traditional Soviet method of reliance on material 
incentives while decreasing the complexity of drawing up and implementing 
the central plan, a task which had bwn made all the more difficult by the 
growing complexity of the advanced Soviet economy. 8 

. . . conditions must be created under which the enterprises will be able to 
solve their problems of improving production independently, and that they 
will be interested in utilizing to the utmost the fixed assets assigned to 
them for increasing output and the amount of profit they receive .. . 

... on the basis of the cost accounting system, it is necessary to provide 
material incentives for the entire collective and every shop and section of 
the enterprise to make them interested in fulfilling not only their own 
individual assignments but also in improving the overall results of the 
enterprise. In doing this, incentives must be organized so that enterprises 
will be interested in working out and fulfilling higher planned 
assignments, and in the better utilization of internal resources. 9 

The 1965 Kosygin Reforms reduced the number of planned targets 
assigned to enterprises from between 20 and 30 to eight. These were: (1) the 
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total quantity of goods to be produced and sold, (2) the main assortment of 
these goods, (3) the size of the wage fund, (4) the amount and rate of profit, 
(5) the payment to and allocation from the state budget, (6) the volume of 
investment and exploitation of fixed assets, (7) the main assignment for 
improving technology, and (8) the allocation of material and technical 
supplies. In addition it should be remembered that all wage rates and prices, 
as well as interest rates and the main distribution of credit, remained centrally 
determined. The number one indicator of success by which managers were 
judged (and so their bonuses decided and their future careers determined) 
was ‘realized output* i.e. the actual material quantity of goods sold. 10 

The other main aspects of the 1965 reforms were: (1) The introduction 
of an interest rate on borrowed capital and an increased reliance on the central 
bank for financing investments. (2) The establishment of a production develop¬ 
ment fund which received a share of enterprise profits and money from sales 
of redundant equipment. (Investment funds, bonuses for managers and bonus 
payments for workers were all tied to this fund, and thus to enterprise 
profits.) (3) Increased bonuses for managers tied to fulfillment of planned 
targets for sales, profits, profitability and physical output. (4) Price reforms 
that allowed many more enterprises to be profitable under normal conditions 
of operation. (5) Increased reliance on accounting and enforcing contracts 
among enterprises. 11 

limited as the Kosygin reforms were, they were in any case largely 
rescinded in favour of increased centralization in the early 1970s. Because of 
undesirable enterprise behaviour under the somewhat more flexible and 
decentralized conditions, a series of new reforms were implemented between 
1971 and 1973 that restored a number of the previously dropped planned 
targets for enterprises, raising the total from eight to fourteen or fifteen. 

Rigid regulations were instituted which governed the size and use of the 
enterprise incentive fund, thereby making decentralized investment more 
difficult. The size of the incentive fund is now centrally determined and is a 
function of the enterprise’s fulfillment of the output, profitability and pro¬ 
ductivity targets, as well as of the overall plan for consumer goods and plans 
to change product quality and what products are produced. Things are now 
structured so that the higher the targets for output, profitability and labour 
productivity, the better off is the enterprise. Limits have been placed on the 
rate of growth of managerial bonuses which themselves have been tied to 
sales, profitability and the product mix plan. The percentage of profits to be 
allocated by each enterprise for various uses is now also set by the ministry. 

The centrally planned enterprise targets which have been added are in the 
fields of: (1) labour productivity, (2) gross output, (3) consumer goods, 

(4) quality, (5) economy in the use of material and fiscal resources, and (6) 
the size of the incentive fund. 12 

Since 1971 then, there has been a move, away from the use of‘levers’ to 
motivate managers to fulfill the plan, and back towards direct state tutelage 
over enterprises to improve economic performance. This change of direction 
coincided with improved methods of central planning which have been based 
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on much greater use of computers, with a resultant increased ability to use 
irflned statistical indicators to evaluate and monitor enterprise performance, 
tin well as to establish output targets. 13 In sum, the Soviet economy today is 
it* dependent on centralized planning of inputs and outputs, central admin- 
titration of prices and wages, and centralized allocation of investments, as it 
Inis ever been. Commodity and capital markets play as little role today as 
(hey have at any time since the late 1920$. 

Another reform occurred in 1973 which coincided with the re-centraliz¬ 
ation of authority over enterprises and which was probably its corollary. 

I acing the continuing problem of the geometrically growing complexity of 
central planning and the problems of decentralizing authority, individual 
enterprises are being consolidated into multi-enterprise associations. Each 
association either links enterprises which perform similar functions or links 
those that are closely integrated economically with each other (typically they 
are in close physical proximity). Thus considerable decision making power 
i* now vested in this middle level between the enterprise and the ministry. 
Centrally planned targets are now given only to the association which in turn 
allocates its responsibilities to its various constituent units, thereby consider¬ 
ably simplifying the job of the centre without losing any fundamental control. 
The average number of enterprises per association is three to five with 
usually around 4,000 employees per association. 

The objects of establishing these intermediate level associations were to 
improve industrial performance by increasing productivity and quality, 
Increasing specialization and concentration of production, developing 
tcliable supplier-customer ties, increasing co-ordination between research 
and production, speeding up the introduction of technical improvements, 
simplifying the administrative structure, achieving economies of operation, 
decreasing the cost of management, decreasing the incentive to hoard, and 
facilitating the transfer of knowledge among firms. 14 


Commodity Markets and Prices 

The core of this ‘new system' is to use every means to encourage the enter¬ 
prises to seek profit and to promote production by material incentives. It 
means expanding the autonomous power of the management of enterprises, 
energetically carrying out the practice of adjusting production according 
to market prices ... ( Renmin Ribao, 8 November 1967) 

In this period, the Soviet revisionist clique also lifted all restriction on the 
prices of agricultural produce and livestock products in the free markets 
and vigorously developed capitalist free markets and free competition, 
leaving the door wide open for private merchants. ( Hsinhua , 29 October 1967) 
Inflation and soaring prices have brought more difficulties to working 
people in the lower income category. (Peking Review, 16 May, 1975, p.19) 

In spite of statements like these, commodity markets are not hegemonic in 
Hie Soviet Union. Their logic does not exert any appreciable influence on the 
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Soviet economy. The central plan, however, does utilize some devices 
developed first in market economies in order to secure compliance by enter¬ 
prises and consumers with the goals of the plan. Consumption goods are 
allocated through markets, but markets which are structured by the central 
plan and state regulations, rather than by the laws of commodity production 
and autonomous market forces. 

In all market economies, the law of value operates autonomously to 
determine the level of prices. Even in monopoly capitalist economies, the 
law of value is only distorted in its operation. In planned economies — 
whether of the state capitalist, state socialist or decentralized socialist types 
- the extent that the law of value operates is determined by the planners who 
may or may not elect to make prices reflect the labour time that goes into 
producing them. 

In the Soviet Union retail prices are set by the state to clear the market. If 
there is too much demand for a commodity, its price is raised; if too little, it 
is lowered. If the government wants to encourage consumption, as is the 
case with basic consumption goods, it sets their price artificially low; retail 
prices for food, for example, are maintained at a fairly low level to ensure a 
low cost of living for industrial workers. 15 On the other hand, if the state 
wants to discourage consumption, as in the case of luxury goods, it sets 
prices very high. As in the West the state subsidizes agricultural production, 
but unlike in the West it does this to lower, rather than raise the price of 
food. 17 There is normally a considerable difference between the wholesale 
and retail prices of a commodity, the difference going to the state as a form 
of turnover tax which represents a major source of state income (until the 
mid 1960s the largest single source of state funds). Wholesale and retail prices 
thus often move in opposite directions from one another. To encourage the 
production and consumption of a commodity, the state may raise its whole¬ 
sale price while at the same time cutting its retail price in order to stimulate 
both production and consumption. Such a phenomenon is most unlikely to 
occur in a market economy. Wholesale prices in the Soviet Union thus do not 
perform allocation functions; they are primarily accounting prices which 
serve as a means of control and evaluation of enterprise performance, while 
retail prices serve primarily to allocate consumption goods. 18 The central 
planning body attempts to meet consumers' private preferences up to the 
point where they do not interfere with what it considers to be the overall, 
long term interest of society. 19 The only rationing of consumer goods is for 
automobiles, housing and certain consumer durables. These relatively few 
consumer goods are rationed in order to keep their prices lower than what 
they would be in a free market (in which those with the most money would 
bid their prices up to where only the better off could afford them). This also 
makes their distribution fairer than would be the case if they were distributed 
to those with the greatest purchasing power. 20 The laws of commodity 
markets clearly do not operate to determine the distribution of goods. 

The fact that the laws of commodity markets do not prevail in the Soviet 
Union is shown by the absence of inflation and erratic price movements in the 
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economy. The index for retail prices for all commodities barely changed 
from 1955 to 1975. There was a slight tendency for food prices to rise during 
this period, but at the same time there was an equivalent tendency for non¬ 
food commodities to decrease in price. This suggests that there has been a 
movement away from state subsidization of necessities such as food and also 
away from artificially high prices on non-necessities such as washing machines 
and television sets (see Table 3.1). 


Table 3.1 

Indices of Soviet Retail Prices, 1955-1975 (1955=100) 


Commodity Group 

1955 

1958 

1962 

1963 

1967 

19 71 

1975 

All Commodities 

100 

103 

103 

103 

101 

101 

101 

food 

100 

104 

107 

107 

106 

107 

108 

Non-Food 

100 

99 

98 

96 

93 

93 

92 


Sources: Morris Bomstein, ‘Soviet Price Theory and Policy’ in Morris Bom- 
stein and Daniel Gusfeld (eds.), The Soviet Economy (4th edition),(Home- 
wood, Illinois, Richard Irwin Inc., 1974), p.109; and United Nations, 
Statistical Yearbook, 1976, Table 181. 


Producer Goods Markets 

[Managers and directors! are entitled to 4 take possession, use and dispose 
of the property of the enterprises, buy or sell the means of production, 
fix plans for production and sales and freely produce goods that can bring 
in high profits. . . (Peking Review, 18 July 1975). 

The 1965 measures, in sum, wiped out the legal and financial barriers that 
had kept the emerging market in means of production underground during 
the Khrushchev years. The exchange of means of production as commodities 
- hard to finance, illegal, but widespread under Khrushchev - became 
respectable, universal and amply supplied with liquidity. (Martin Nicolaus, 
Restoration of Capitalism, p.22). 

This stagnant economy reflects the moribund dying nature of Soviet social- 
imperialism and all imperialism ... the anarchic development of production 
under capitalism means that some products are always, in effect, over¬ 
produced while others are shortchanged. Not only do these factors produce 
the periodic crises of capitalism, they also tend to permanently depress the 
rate of profit, stagnating economic development. Thus, all imperialists are 
driven by the internal logic - the fundamental laws of their system - to 
seek new markets for their commodities, but, more important, for the 
investment of their capital. (Revolutionary Union, How Capitalism Has 
Been Restored, p.57.) 

Just as commodity markets are not a leading force in determining produc¬ 
tion and allocation of goods, so capital markets are not the leading force in 
determining investment. Basic investment decisions are made outside of the 
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enterprise by central agencies on a co-ordinated and planned basis. Neither 
rates of interest nor profit are allowed to determine the size and broad 
distribution of accumulation, although since 1965 both have become impor¬ 
tant measures of efficiency. Enterprise funds for investment come from three 
sources: (1) the state budget, (2) loans from the state bank, and (3) the 
enterprise's own production fund to which a share of its profits are allocated. 
Funds are allocated from the state budget for investment on the basis of 
numerous rules including the capital/output ratio, the productivity of labour, 
the profitability of the enterprise, the importance of the product for the 
economy and the political goals of the planners. The enterprise's own produc¬ 
tion fund is also rather strictly guided by the central authorities. Not only is 
the amount of profit planned, but the share of profits that must be allocated 
to the production fund and the proportion of the production fund which 
must be reallocated to investment is also centrally determined. Since most 
capital goods are allocated centrally and since most means of production 
cannot be bought nor labour recruited outside of planning channels, these 
constitute another set of restrictions on the managers* ability to reinvest out 
of the production fund. It should be noted that managers have the right to 
sell surplus equipment and allocate much of the proceeds to the enterprise 
production fund, but that the total of such sales each year represents less than 
one per cent of the total transfer of productive equipment in the Soviet 
economy. 21 Additional funds for reinvestment can be obtained from the state 
bank which not only monitors the enterprises* fulfillment of the plan and the 
overall efficiency of the enterprise but requires repayment at an interest rate 
centrally determined by the state (between one and five per cent). Not only 
the rate of interest charged by the state bank (charged in order to promote 
the efficient use of scarce resources), but also the broad distribution of bank 
investments are centrally determined (in order to realize the investment 
priorities of the state plan). As the Soviet economy becomes more complex 
the banks are coming to play an increasingly important role in relation to the 
ministries and GOSPLAN. 22 

The absence of market forces in determining capital allocations is reflected 
in the data reported in Table 3.2 on the annual rates of economic growth and 
capital accumulation(See Table 3.2). 

From Table 3.2 it can be seen that, in the ten year period 1966-75, the 
Soviet rate of economic growth was 2.4 times that of the American (while in 
the 1958-65 period it had been 1.7 times more). In the 1966-75 period the 
annual fluctuations in the American rate of growth were 280 per cent that of 
the Soviet Union’s (while in 1958-65 the American annual fluctuations were 
175 per cent that of the Soviet Union’s). These figures show that: (1) the 
Soviet economy is growing considerably more rapidly than that of the U.S.A.; 
(2) the differential in performance of the two economies is increasingly in 
favour of the Soviets; and (3) the Soviet economy is considerably less subject 
to market-like fluctuations than the American. In sum the contrast with the 
U.S. economy is so great that it is most unlikely that market forces can be 
predominant in the U.S.S.R. 
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Table 3.2 

Fluctuations in Rate of Growth of Net Material Product and Gross Fixed 
Capital Formation, 1958-1975 

U.S.S.R. US. A. 



Annual Rate of Growth 

Annual Gross Fixed 

Annual Rate of 


in N.M.P. 

Capital Formation! 
N.M.P.* 

Growth in 
G.N.P. *** 

1958 

11.7% 

26.8% 

-1.1% 

1959 

6.2 

28.5 

6.0 

1960 

6.1 

28.9 

2.4 

1961 

5.2 

28.6 

1.9 

1962 

7.1 

27.9 

6.2 

1963 

2.5 

28.6 

3.8 

1964 

7.4 

29.0 

5.2 

1965 

6.7 

29.5 

5.9 

1958-1965 

Average 

6.6 (.36)** 

28.5 (.027)** 

3.8 (.63)** 

1966 

7.2 

29.4 

6.1 

1967 

8.7 

29.3 

2.4 

1968 

8.2 

29.2 

4.7 

1969 

7.3 

28.1 

2.5 

1970 

10.7 

28.3 

—.4 

1971 

5.2 

28.9 

3.2 

1972 

2.8 

30.1 

5.8 

1973 

7.5 

29.2 

5.6 

1974 

5.0 

28.7 

-1.6 

1975 

2.5 

27.7 

—1.6 

1966-1975 

Average 

6.5 (.38)** 

28.9 (.023)** 

2.7(1.05)** 


* The figures for Gross Fixed Capital Formation for the U.S.S.R. from 1958 
to 1962 were adjusted to make them compatible with the comparable figures 
for the period 1963 to 1975. 

•• Standard deviations of the annual rates of growth for the period divided 
by the mean rate of growth for the period. 

Gross National Product is approximately the same as Net Material 
Product plus the cost of ‘services’and depreciation. 

Sources: UN Yearbook of National Account Statistics, 1967 and 1976, Vol II, 
(tables 2A, 2B, 4B). 
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It is also interesting to examine the differences between the 1958-65 and 
the 1966-75 periods. According to many of those who claim that the Soviet 
Union is now a market capitalist countiy, the Kosygin reforms in 1965 mark 
the introduction of market principles and 'putting profits in command.’ If 
the Kosygin reforms resulted in a significant modification of the Soviet 
economy in the direction of giving market forces and pursuit of profits free 
rein, we should expect to see a considerable difference between the pre- and 
post-1965 periods in the size of the fluctuations in growth rate of the Soviet 
economy. There should be a similar difference in the size and fluctuations of 
gross fixed capital formation (since enterprise managers now allegedly have 
considerable authority over investment decisions). Yet as Table 3.2 shows, 
rather than a great increase after 1965 in the fluctuations in the rates of growth 
and gross fixed capital formation as a percentage of Net Material Product 
(N.MJV), which we would expect if market forces were given greater rein, 
there was actually no significant change in either the fluctuations in the rate 
of growth or in the rate of gross fixed capital formation between the earlier 
and later periods. Likewise the ratio of gross fixed capital formation and rate 
of economic growth was more or less the same during the two periods. 
Consequently, there is no empirical evidence that the Kosygin reforms in 
fact 'put profits in command’ or installed market forces as the guiding 
principle of the Soviet economy. It would thus seem that the plan, not the 
pursuit of profit in markets, remains the guiding principle of Soviet 
economics. 


The Labour Market 

Since one of the two essential components of the traditional Marxist definition 
of capitalism is the existence of wage labour markets in which labour power 
is sold by a proletariat (the other component being the existence of an 
exploiting class which controls the means of production), the question of 
whether or not a wage labour market exists in the Soviet Union in the same 
sense as it does in the Western capitalist countries must be examined very 
closely. In this section I will look in turn at the mechanisms of labour allo¬ 
cation, the payment of labour and the role of workers in determining what 
happens in the enterprises. 

The Allocation of Labour Power 

Unemployment in the capitalist world is caused mainly by the capitalists’ 
insatiate desire for profits and massive layoffs. This is also the case in the 
Soviet Union (Peking Review, 20 February 1976). 

The conversion of labour power into a commodity has . . . brought about a 
large-scale labor market from one end of the country to the other .. . 
(Nicolaus, op cit., p.l 13). 

Under the ‘reform, the Soviet workers are reduced exactly to the position 
of sellers of their labour power to capitalist exploiters. 
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When we examine what life is like for workers in the Soviet Union today, 

a very different picture emerges. One of its 'highlights' is the re-emergence 

of the free labor market . . . (Revolutionary Union, op cit., pp.10,48). 

Labour power, like consumption goods, is distributed through markets, 
hut markets which are structured by the plan, rather than by their own 
autonomous logic, i.e. the price and allocation of labour power is centrally 
determined rather than determined by the operation of a reserve army of 
labour, the differential productivity of labour and the rate of exploitation. 

Wage labour is the overwhelmingly predominant form of employment in the 
Soviet Union. Peasants on collective farms still share in their collective product 
rather than receiving a wage (although the difference in this regard is 
diminishing as the differences between state farms and collectives decrease), 
and a very small number of artisans continue to work for themselves. Workers 
are free to quit and seek new employment any time they like (with a few 
minor and not rigorously enforced restrictions). The great labour shortage in 
the Soviet Union makes finding alternative employment very easy. No one, 
including the state, has any rights of ownership in their bodies nor are they 
tied to the land or their place of work or residence (although, again, there are 
some restrictions on moving to a few over-populated areas). 23 The predom¬ 
inance of the wage form is compatible with capitalism as well as with the 
basic kinds of socialist social formation. But it is incompatible with any form 
of slave or feudal society (the Soviet Union being a restoration of Oriental 
despotism’, as Wittfogel claimed or Schactman suggests, is thus ruled out); 
for the same reason it is equally clear that the U.S.S.R. is not a communist 
social formation. Whether the Soviet Union is capitalist or socialist, then, 
must hinge on whether wage labour is exploited by and in the interest of a 
non-producing class or whether wages are merely the form in which the 
producing class assigns itself to jobs, motivates the economic performance 
of individuals and allocates consumption goods to its members (according to 
the Marxist principle ‘from each according to their ability, to each according 
to their work*). 

The Soviet Union has had an endemic and increasingly severe labour 
shortage, or (conversely) job surplus for years. As a result there is no significant 
unemployment. 24 Anyone can easily get a job or change jobs and be 
retrained. The amount of labour required is largely decided outside of enter¬ 
prises, by the central planning agencies which also establish the industrial wage 
rates. Basic rates are established for each type of industry, each type of 
occupation within each industry, and for different regions of the U.S.S.R. 
Standard incremental scales are also set for each. The various scales are 
established and modified in order:(l) to channel labour into those industries, 
occupations, job training programmes and regions where it is most required, 
and (2) to realize the planner’s conceptions of social justice. 15 The total 
wage payments for the economy, as well as their distribution by region, 
Industry and occupation, are determined by the central plan rather than by 
the enterprise managers, the trade unions or collective agreements between 
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them. Thus the decisions of who gets what are made centrally according to 
the plan rather than through an ad hoc process where the stronger bargaining 
groups get more and the weaker unions gets less, and with the most profitable 
enterprises paying higher wages than the least profitable. The process of 
central wage determination also allows a balance to be struck between total 
consumer purchasing power in the economy and the total value of consumer 
output, thus preventing either inflation or underconsumption. In other words 
wage determination is not done by the autonomous workings of a labour 
market but rather by plan. This means that the tendencies of wage markets 
to perpetuate and generate inequality, as well as a reserve army of labour 
functioning to keep the level of wages down, are not manifested. Since wages 
are centrally determined, they can be set at a level sufficient to allow adequate 
reinvestment funds without the need to force wages down by means of the 
unemployed threatening to take away the jobs of the employed. The mechan¬ 
ism of central wage determination thus allows the economy both to avoid all 
structural unemployment (i.e. a reserve army of labour) and to accumulate 
sufficient investment funds. 

In a market economy (whether socialist or capitalist) the permanent labour 
shortage would produce a rapid increase in wages and reduction in profits to 
the point where many marginal businesses would go bankrupt and the surviv¬ 
ing businesses would introduce new labour saving technology to replace 
workers. Large numbers of workers would then be laid off, swelling the 
reserve army of labour. Millions of workers desperately seeking work would 
then allow the enterprises to reduce greatly the wages of the employed under 
threat of being replaced by members of the reserve army. No such logic 
operates in the Soviet Union. 

The structural labour shortage implies considerable opportunities for 
changing jobs since, according to one estimate, the rate of job turnover in the 
Soviet Union is 20 per cent less than in the U.S., and since laying off and 
dismissing workers is far less prevalent in the Soviet Union than in the U.S., it 
is clear that the rate at which Soviet workers voluntarily change jobs is 
significantly higher. 26 

To meet the structural labour shortage, measures have been taken in recent 
yean which encourage people of pensionable age to continue to work, and 
housewives have been increasingly drawn into the labour market. 27 The social 
norm in the Soviet Union is that all able-bodied adults should work and that 
everyone is entitled to a job. But there are no formal laws which fully 
embody either the duty or the right to work. There are 'anti-parasite laws’ 
which make it illegal to live off exploitative income such as rents, speculation, 
blackmarketeering or buying other people’s labour power; but there are no 
laws against living off relatives, friends or savings (although there is consider¬ 
able social pressure against these ways of life). Most new jobs in the Soviet 
Union have until very recently been obtained through newspaper, radio and 
television ads, posted openings at factory gates and by word of mouth. 29 In 
the 1960s about 90 per cent of all ‘new hires’ were directly negotiated 
between the enterprises and workers. 30 The major exception to complete 
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freedom of job seeking has traditionally been the requirement that graduates 
from institutions of higher education must work for three years at a job 
determined by the state (to be selected by the candidate from a list of 
positions that need filling). In fact, however, even this requirement is not 
strictly enforced and it is quite common for recent graduates to refuse their 
assignments or to leave them without penalty. The second traditional 
exception to a totally free labour market has been the punitive use of com¬ 
pulsory job assignments in lieu of jail, especially for minor criminals. The 
official ideology here is that productive labour is a good cure for anti-social 
behaviour and works far better than confinement. In any case, these two 
latter forms of labour recruitment play only a small part in assigning people 
to jobs. 

It was not until 1966 that the Soviet Union set up republic wide (not 
Union wide) commissions for placing workers with enterprises that needed 
labourers, and thus began to allocate individuals to jobs on an organized 
basis. In addition to serving as labour exchanges where a worker or enter¬ 
prise could go to find out what openings or what workers were available, these 
commissions were charged with systematically providing job information, 
organizing recruitment of wage labour, developing proposals for the use of 
persons not currently employed, participating in the development of locations 
for new industries and developing measures for locating and utilizing the 
labour reserve. 31 By the early 1970s about one half of all new hires came 
through these commissions rather than by direct contact between the enter¬ 
prises and workers. The operation of these labour exchanges, by greatly 
facilitating the process of finding desirable jobs, has reduced the average time 
between jobs from approximately 28 days to 12 to 15 days in the Russian 
Republic and to shorter periods in other regions. The purpose of establishing 
these commissions was to rationalize the whole process of matching jobs with 
workers and thereby to reduce: (1) the cost to society of underemployment 
and over-manning, (2) the time between jobs, (3) wasteful geographical 
mobility, and (4) unnecessary retraining. 32 It is rather surprising that the 
Soviets did not adopt such a system far earlier. Perhaps the reason lies in their 
reluctance to admit that anything resembling unemployment could ever exist 
in the Soviet Union. 

The layoff or dismissal of workers is far rarer in the U.S.S.R. than in 
capitalist economies. On the one hand, the structural labour shortage has 
motivated enterprises to hoard labour, even if all workers are not being 
efficiently employed (because at some future time the enterprises may need 
labour which would be unobtainable), and on the other because there are 
considerable legal and customary constraints on the manager’s ability to 
dismiss workers. Through most of the post-war period, and still in most 
enterprises today, the following have been the legally permissible reasons for 
dismissing workers: 1) a worker refusing a transfer, 2) liquidation of the 
enterprise, 3) the worker’s unfitness for his or her job, 4) the systematic non- 
fulfdlment of duties, 5) criminal acts, 6) excessive absenteeism, 7) long-term 
disability, and 8) restoration of a predecessor to a job. 33 Workers can be 
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dismissed by managers, however, only with the agreement of the factory and 
local trade union committees (with a few exceptions). Further, in the event of 
a dismissal with the trade union’s concurrence, the worker can appeal to the 
courts for restoration of his or her job. Empirical evidence indicates that 
about one-half of workers who so appeal are reinstated by the labour courts. 34 

Beginning in 1967-68 in selected enterprises, managers have been given 
expanded authority to dismiss workers they consider to be redundant in order 
to raise productivity and release workers to other enterprises where they are 
needed. The Shekekino Plan (as this experiement is called) gives the enterprise 
an incentive to use labour more efficiently by allowing it to keep the same 
size wage fund even though workers are dismissed (with the difference going 
to the remaining employees in the form of increased wages). As of 1972, 

300 enterprises in the Soviet Union were operating according to this system. 35 

In selecting workers to be released, the following factors must be consid¬ 
ered: seniority, family circumstances, number of dependents, pregnancy, 
single motherhood etc. Managers must moreover find other jobs for displaced 
workers, jobs of a similar kind to those previously held. In lieu of being able 
to do this, the dismissed worker’s former enterprise must pay 100 per cent of 
the costs of retraining the worker for another job of comparable skill and 
provide him or her with a stipend during the retraining process. 36 

Enterprises remain reluctant to dismiss workers even if they are redundant. 
There has been considerable discussion in the Soviet press and other institut¬ 
ions about guaranteeing protection for dismissed workers, e.g. giving six 
months notice, increasing severance pay, etc. Dismissed workers are presently 
entitled to two weeks pay regardless of the length of their termination notice. 31 
One study found that only about 40 per cent of dismissed workers took more 
than 10 days to find a comparable job. 38 All in all, the limited managerial 
right to dismiss workers includes so many guarantees and protections for 
dismissed workers that it can hardly be considered a decisive step towards 
making labour power a commodity or constituting a threat hanging over 
workers to ensure their subordination to management. It would appear, given 
the extreme labour shortage in the Soviet Union and the very real problem of 
increasing productivity (which has been aggravated by the tendency of enter¬ 
prises to hoard redundant labour), that something like these measures were 
dictated by the situation and thus cannot be considered as measures which 
enhance the power of the managerial stratum over the working class. In a 
perfect model of an industrial socialist society, provisions would still have to 
be made to separate redundant workers from an enterprise that introduces 
labour saving technology so that other collectives which are short of man¬ 
power will be able to recruit them. The real question is not dismissal of 
workers, but who has ultimate control over dismissal policies and whether 
such dismissals are purely technical or are instruments of the power of one 
class (or incipient class) over another. 
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Remuneration 

With the implementation of the ‘new system*, the principle of socialist 
distribution, Le. ‘from each according to his ability, to each according to 
his work’, was entirely discarded. The income gap between the leaden of 
enterprises, engineering and technical penonnel, and high-ranking staff 
members on the one hand and the worken on the other become wider 
and wider. A small handful of men of the privileged stratum gets richer 
and richer while the broad masses of worken become poorer and poorer. 
(Renmin Ribao, 8 November 1967) 

. .. inequality is growing; rich and poor have emerged and the rich are 
becoming richer and the poor poorer.(Nicolaus, op. cit., p. 171). 

In the Soviet Union today, the distribution of wealth has grown increasingly 
uneven and the ruling class is in every respect a privileged elite. Expanding 
differentials in income are coupled with cutbacks in social services. 
(Revolutionary Union, op. cit., p.82). 

If labour markets operate in the Soviet Union (as they do in the Western 
capitalist countries) to establish the price of the commodity labour power, 
i.e. wages, then we should expect both the distribution of wages, salaries and 
the income of managers/owners of productive enterprises to be more or less 
comparable in the two types of society, and for the trends over time either 
to reflect a growing inequality (as capitalism became consolidated in the 
U.S.S.R.) or at the very least to maintain already existing inequalities. 

Table 3.3 reports the average wages of various sectors of the Soviet labour 
force in 1965 and 1973. From this table it can be seen that the highest paid 
people are industrial, engineering and technical personnel who in 1973 earned 
an average of 1.27 times the wages of industrial workers. The lowest paid 
group were the collective fanners who earned 0.60 times the wages of industrial 
workers. In 1973 no group other than industrial engineering and technical 
personnel earned more than industrial workers. In 1973 the spread between 
the highest and lowest paid groups was a factor of 2.12, while in 1965 it had 
been a factor of 3.20. The eight year trend from 1965 to 1973 shows a very 
clear tendency for the highest paid occupations in 1965 to have the slowest 
rate of growth in wages, while the lowest paid occupations have the most 
rapid rate of growth. The major exception to this trend would appear to be 
Industrial workers who were rather well paid in 1965, but nevertheless 
received the highest increase in wages of any non-agricultural group. Very 
clearly, then, there appears to be a rather egalitarian wage structure, a strong 
tendency towards further egalitarianism in wages, and also a tendency for 
Industrial workers to be favoured. 

The trend towards wage equalization has been a long-term one. In 1940 
engineering and technical workers earned 2.13 times as much as manual 
workers, while in 1960 they earned only 1.48 times as much. 39 
A thorough disucssion of income levels and trends, as well as of 
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Tabic 33 

Changes in Average Wages in the U.S.S.R., 1965-1973 


Category of Wage-earners 

Employees of the state apparatus 
Industrial engineering and technical 
personnel 

Education and culture employees 
Trade and service employees 
Industrial white collar workers 
Industrial workers 
State farm workers 
Collective farmeis 
All workers and employees 
(excluding collective farmers) 


1965 

1973 

Increase 

Ratio of 
Wages to 
Industrial 
Workers * 
Wages 
(1973) 

(in rubles) 

(%) 


106 

126 

19 

0.83 

148 

185 

25 

1.27 

94 

121 

29 

0.83 

75 

102 

36 

0.70 

86 

119 

38 

0.82 

102 

146 

43 

1.00 

72 

116 

61 

0.79 

49 

87 

78 

0.60 

97 

135 

39 

0.92 


Source: Jerry Hough, ‘The Brezhnev Era: The Man and the System*, Problems 
of Commnism, November-December 1974, p.13. 


non-monetaiy forms of income, accruing to different groups in the Soviet 
Union,is contained in Chapter Four (the section entitled ‘The distribution of 
material rewards’). To summarize the data presented here, as well as the much 
more comprehensive data presented later, it is obvious that the income spread 
in the Soviet Union is far more egalitarian than it is in the U.S. This is 
especially true in the very highest income ranges since there are no equivalents 
in the U.S.S.R. of the owners of industry in the U.S. (e.g. the Rockefellers, 
Mellons, Duponts, etc., who earn tens of millions of dollars each year from 
their stocks and bonds) and because the top Soviet managers (the leading 
officials of the economic ministries) average only three or four times as much 
as skilled workers compared to ten to fifty times as much in the U.S. Finally, 
the trends in income in the Soviet Union are decisively in the opposite 
direction from that predicted by the defenders of the thesis that a new 
capitalist class is consolidating its privileges in that country. Rather than 
increasing income inequality, there is a strong trend towards increasing 
income equality. 
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Worker Participation in the Day-to-Day Operation of Enterprises 

The regulations empower the managers to fix or change the wages, grades 
and bonuses for the workers and staff at will, to recruit or dismiss workers 
and mete out punishment to them, and to determine themselves the 
structure and personnel of the enterprises. Thus, the enterprises of socialist 
ownership have been turned into capitalist undertakings owned by a 
bourgeois privileged stratum, and broad sections of working people in 
industry and agriculture into wage slaves who have to sell their labour 
power. (Hsinhua, 29 October 1967) 

. . . the power to handle and use the means of production in the enterprises 
and the power of distribution and personnel all rest in the hands of the 
agents sent there by the bureaucratic-monopoly bourgeoisie .. .(Peking 
Review ; 18 July 1975) 

There is near consensus among non-Marxist Anglo-Saxon social scientists 
who seriously study the Soviet Union that workers* participation in industrial 
management goes considerably beyond that found in American firms and that 
workers have a real say in enterprise decision making. 40 

Strikes are illegal in the Soviet Union. This is justified by the Soviets on 
the grounds that no segment of the working class has the right to strike 
against the working class as a whole. Strikes, according to the Soviet theory, 
would give workers with the strongest unions and those in the most strategic 
locations an unjustified advantage over the weaker and less strategically 
placed segments of the work-force, as well as reducing the output of the 
economy and undermining the rationality of the plan. If in fact the Soviet 
Union is really a socialist society in which the working class rules and benefits, 
(he Soviet theory makes considerable sense. If on the other hand the system 
is not a proletarian socialism, then the no-strike rule is a front for greater 
exploitation of the working class. Whether the Soviet theory underlying the 
no-strike rule is valid must then be based on our analysis of the class nature 
of the Soviet Union. Striking for one’s own economic benefit (as opposed to 
striking against bureaucracy and for political demands) would result in 
economic inequality and the accumulation of privilege as well as undermining 
(he overall democracy of working-class rule in any authentically socialist 
country. 

Although strikes are illegal, in a situation of extreme labour shortage such 
ns exists in the Soviet Union, the use of widespread resignation from jobs in 
response to adverse conditions and/or unsympathetic management or 
bureaucratized trade unions is a very powerful weapon. There have been well 
publicized cases in which discontented workers simply left en masse 41 The 
mere threat of this happening is probably as potent as a strike in dealing with 
bureaucratic management. 

Trade unions play a strong and growing role both nationally and in the 
enterprises. Especially since 1956 the role of unions as defenders of workers* 
interests has been emphasized. 43 The basic functions of Soviet trade unions 
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include: 1) taking part in drafting, discussing and examining the production 
plan of the enterprise; 2) participating in drafting new systems of wages and 
fixing wage scales, 3) establishing obligatory safety rules and norms; 4) 
participating in drafting legislation on labour conditions; 5) promoting active 
forms of worker participation in solving production problems; 6) encouraging 
workers’ initiative in the introduction of new techniques, inventions and 
rationalization of production; 7) managing much of the social insurance and 
welfare programmes including funeral allocations, help with childcare, free 
legal aid, subsidies for special diets, places in sanatoriums, sickness benefits, 
retraining expenses and housing; 8) organizing cultural, recreational and 
sports activities including tourism (the unions own and manage resorts for 
their members), musical events, dances, artistic programmes, films, education¬ 
al programmes, lectures, etc.; 9) organising meetings of workers in the enter¬ 
prise at which management must report and be scrutinized; 10) approving or 
rejecting the dismissal of workers; 11) discussing the correct use of work 
time and personnel, and methods for increasing labour discipline and produc¬ 
tivity; 12) establishing collective agreements with management on production 
quotas, methods of production, allocation of workers, etc.; and 13) checking 
up on management’s compliance with the collective agreements and labour 
laws. 43 

The Soviet view of trade unions is that they should perform the dual role 
of directly representing the interests of production workers and advancing 
the quality and quantity of production for the benefit of the working class as 
a whole. If in fact the Soviet Union is a socialist society, there is no antagon¬ 
istic contradiction between the interests of the state and management on the 
one hand, and the workers on the other. Therefore both goals can be realized 
at the same time. Thus an evaluation of the union’s role in advancing the 
interests of production hinges on one’s evaluation of whether there exists in 
the Soviet Union an exploiting class that derives a disproportionate benefit 
from increases in production at the expense of the working class as a whole. 

Beginning in 1957 (after being suspended in the 1930s) the trade unions 
once again have come to sign collective agreements with the enterprise 
management. Because all wages are centrally determined, these annual collec¬ 
tive agreements do not set wages. However, they do establish work norms, 
quotas, standards of labour productivity, ways in which the plan will be 
fulfilled, and the uses of enterprise funds. It is not clear how the terms of the 
collective agreement are arrived at in the event of disagreement between the 
manager and the trade union. The managers of the enterprise must, by law, 
live up to both labour regulations and contractual agreements. A manager 
found in violation of either can theoretically be dismissed and sentenced to 
up to five years in confinement. Union and management meet together on 
grievances and the decisions they reach must be unanimous and based on 
labour legislation and the labour contract. If unanimity cannot be reached 
at the first stage of a grievance procedure, the plant committee of the union 
is empowered to make the final decision. Management can appeal the decision 
of the union plant committee only on the grounds that the union’s decision 
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was in conflict with the law. Grievances seem to run the full gamut of 
possible issues. While the managers axe bound by law to fulfil the conditions 
of (he collective agreements, the obligations of the unions are purely moral, 
l.e. they cannot be enforced in the courts. 44 

About 95 per cent of all workers in the Soviet Union belong to trade 
unions (which exist in all enterprises). For one reason or another, several 
million workers abstain from union membership (which is voluntary) inspite 
of the great material benefits accruing to members 45 Regular meetings of 
rank and file trade union members are held in each enterprise. All union 
organs from the bottom up are elected by union members and are account¬ 
able to the majority and subordinate to higher union organs. Factory trade 
union committees are assuming increasing rights and responsibilities for 
enterprise management, while the national trade unions are assuming increas¬ 
ing responsibility for the management of welfare programmes. 46 The official 
explanation for the widening powers of the trade unions is that this represents 
part of the process of the withering away of the state 47 

A second major means by which production workers take part in the day- 
today management and operation of their enterprises is through production 
conferences. These institutions, although they played an important role 
throughout the 1930s and 1940s, were revitalized in 1957. The members of 
the production conferences are elected at general meetings of all workers and 
are composed of representatives of the plant trade union committee, the 
Party, the Young Communist League, the scientific and technical societies in 
the enterprise, the employees, etc. The conference of an enterprise in tum 
elects a presidium of five to fifteen members. There is frequently a high level 
of worker participation at the general meetings (which must be held at least 
once every six months). The permanent production conference members must 
report to the general meetings. Members of the conferences can be recalled 
at any time. The functions of the production conferences include taking part 
In the drafting and discussion of production plans, examining questions con¬ 
cerning the organization of production, wage rates and labour allocation, 
increasing the efficiency of equipment, introducing new machinery, protecting 
workers and increasing labour discipline. 48 The evidence seems to be that they 
are both a real instrument of workers’ participation and have resulted in 
increasing production. 49 

General meetings of all workers are also held where the managers are 
required to report and submit themselves to questioning from the floor. 
Finance, procurement, production schedules and according to one pro-U.S. 
business observer ‘everyone and everything’ is fair game for the workers. 

These sessions are apparently a real ordeal for the managers who must answer 
all questions put to them. Attempts by managers to suppress criticisms can be 
punished by dismissal or even legal action. 50 The evidence seems to indicate 
that workers have a real and meaningful say in enterprise decision making. 

It is also apparently the case that the enterprise is normally managed in an 
atmosphere of authentic co-operation between the union, production con¬ 
ferences, general workers’ meeting? and managerial personnel. 
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The third major mechanism by which production workers have an impor¬ 
tant input into the day-to-day management of a firm is through the plant 
committees of the Communist Party whose members are selected by the 
Communist Party members in the plant. In 1957 the local party was greatly 
strengthened in relation to plant management. 51 The chairman of the plant 
party committee, according to many observers, seems to have power equal 
to that of the plant manager. 53 Although de facto responsibility for results 
lies with the manager appointed by the state ministry, the Party also holds 
the party plant committee responsible for results. Local party branches 
attempt to guide the general policies followed by the enterprise, while 
avoiding too detailed interference with management prerogatives. The precise 
role of the local party branch in enterprise policy making has been a matter 
of periodic public debate and struggle. 53 It would appear that real power in 
the typical enterprise is shared between the manager appointed from above, 
the party committee elected by party members but influenced by higher 
party bodies, and the trade unions and production conferences representing 
all the workers in the enterprise. It would seem that, although all three centres 
of power have a real impact on the outcome of decisions, more power resides 
with management and the Communist Party apparatus outside the plant than 
with rank and file workers within the plant. The question of whether the 
working class in the last analysis can be considered to control production must 
then rest on the resolution of the question of whether they control the party 
and state (which is a question examined in Chapter Five). 

The feeling of having influence in one's enterprise varies in accordance 
with occupational group. A study of feelings of influence over collective 
affairs made around 1970 in three areas of the U.S.S.R. found that the propor¬ 
tion of managerial personnel and specialists who felt they had no influence on 
the affairs of their work collectives ranged from 13 to 24 per cent, while the 
range among machine operators was 32 to 45 per cent, skilled manual workers 
32 to 67 per cent and low skilled and unskilled manual workers from 67 to 
68 per cent. 54 Such feelings are probably a function of actual influence (but 
not this alone). It would thus seem that managerial personnel do in fact have 
more influence over enterprise decision making than do manual workers, and 
that among manual workers the relatively high status occupations have more 
influence than the low status ones. It should be noted that the majority of 
those in the relatively higher status occupations felt they had some influence 
on enterprise policies. But it must also be noted that the percentage who 
felt they had no influence would seem to be incompatible with direct day- 
to-day control of the enterprise by its workers as a whole (although not of 
course incompatible with considerable influence coming from the Party 
members or the most skilled workers who may well dominate the organs of 
worker participation). 

In conclusion, although experts and specialists, both in the plant and in 
those bodies which supervise the enterprises from above, appear to play the 
pre-eminent role in operational decision making, worker involvement in the 
running of industrial enterprises would appear to be too great to consider 
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workers as merely embodying labour power (i.e. a commodity bought and 
told like any other by the entrepreneurs who manage industry). Very signifi¬ 
cantly, workers' involvement in industrial decision making is increasing (not 
decreasing as the proponents of the thesis of a recent capitalist restoration 
and consolidation must maintain). This increasing self-managing role for 
workers would appear to be thoroughly incompatible with the idea that 
labour power has recently become a commodity. 

Tendencies in the Rate of Profit 

There is some disagreement among Marxists about whether under conditions 
of monopoly capitalism there is a tendency for the rate of profit to decline 
or to rise over time. 55 According to Marx, at least under classical competit¬ 
ive conditions, the organic composition of capital (the ratio of labour time 
Incorporated in the raw materials and means of production consumed in the 
labour process, to the amount of active labour time it takes to transform the 
raw materials into finished products) tends to grow over time. This is both 
because of the increasing productivity of more and more advanced industrial 
techniques and, more importantly, because of the competitive pressure among 
capitalists which forces each to reinvest most of their profits in ever more 
marginally efficient technology in order to produce more cheaply than their 
competitors (or face the immediate threat of bankruptcy in an increasingly 
glutted market). The rate of profit can be expressed as die ratio of the rate 
of exploitation of labour power (which grows in proportion to increases in 
productivity in the wagp goods sector) to the organic composition of capital. 

It can thus be seen that, since the organic composition of capital increases in 
proportion to both improvements in technique and in proportion to the 
competitive pressure among capitalists, while the rate of exploitation increases 
only in proportion to improvements in technique, the rate of profit should 
tend to decrease over time. 

Baran and Sweezy argue that this tendency is specific to competitive 
capitalism, and does not operate under conditions of monopoly, where the 
competitive pressure to reinvest almost all profits has been neutralized by 
collusion among giant corporations to invest only when there is sufficient 
return to rationally justify doing so (there is now an implicit prohibition 
ugainst cut-throat price competition designed to drive competitors out of 
business). Instead, under monopoly capitalism, there is a tendency to compete 
by reducing costs. This, combined with the tendency for prices to rise (due 
to collusion in price setting), tends to result in the economic surplus (more 
or less the equivalent concept to Marx's profits - both include interest, un¬ 
distributed profits, rents, payments to sales personnel, etc.) rising over time. 
Ihis book is not the place to resolve empirically whether Baran and Sweezy 
are correct or whether there is a tendency for the rate of profit to decline 
even under monopoly conditions. 

The important point to make is that the Soviet economy has neither a 
tendency for the rate of profit to decline nor a tendency for the rate of 
surplus to rise. Instead the level of profits and surplus are a product of the 
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plan, not of any inherent logic of the system. There is no tendency for the 
organic composition of capital to rise more rapidly than justified by purely 
technological considerations. Because all prices are centrally determined and 
basic investment decisions are made by the central authorities, there is no 
competitive pressure to reinvest profits at a rate more rapid than required 
by pure criteria of efficiency. Such purely rational criteria for investment, 
by the way, often dictate the introduction of more efficient machinery 
which utilizes less raw material than the old process and/or incorporates 
fewer labour hours in its construction (i.e. capital saving innovations). On the 
other hand, there is no inherent tendency for the rate of exploitation (the 
number of hours a worker labours and is paid for, divided into the number of 
hours worked, but not paid for) to increase. This is because decisions about 
both direct pay and social benefits,and the proportion of the value of the 
worker’s product to be reinvested and allocated to the non-productive 
classes, are made centrally on the basis of a rational plan; this plan may, or 
may not, depending on the criteria of the planners, increase or decrease the 
share of the product going to workers and the share going to reinvestment and 
non-productive workers. The rate of profit can be expressed by the ratio of 
the rate of exploitation to the organic composition of capital. We see that 
there is no inherent tendency for this quantity to move one way or the other. 

Similarly with any tendency for the rate of surplus to rise. Since there is 
no systematic inflation in the Soviet Union, prices have no inherent tendency 
to rise. Although costs of production are continually being reduced through 
increases in efficiency, rather than these reduced costs of production being 
expressed in reduced prices, they are manifested in increased wages and 
social benefits. They are definitely not expressed (as they are in the U.S.) in 
growing sales expenses (e.g advertisements), or wasteful government expend¬ 
itures (such as unjustified military expenses, highway construction, etc.) [For 
a discussion of Soviet military expenditures, see Chapter 6.] There is a sharp 
tendency for wages of productive workers to rise in relation to those of non¬ 
productive workers and for the level of free social benefits, which dispropor¬ 
tionately benefit the productive classes, also to rise (see Chapter Four). This 
indicates that the surplus is not increasing. In looking for any tendency for 
the surplus to rise, the role of social benefits appears to be key. It is prob¬ 
ably the case that in the Soviet Union the ratio of productive to unproduc¬ 
tive workers (i.e. the ratio of peasants, industrial and farm workers to sales, 
clerical, medical, educational, scientific, professional, managerial, etc., 
personnel) is decreasing. Whether this means that there is a tendency for the 
surplus to rise must be judged by the extent to which the growing non¬ 
productive sector is providing authentic services for the productive strata, as 
opposed to merely allowing the system to go on functioning (as well as in the 
wage trends of the two groups). Since there is a sharp tendency for the wages 
of productive workers to rise relatively faster than for non-productive workers, 
and since it appears that productive workers are increasingly benefiting from 
social services, there does not appear to be any evidence for a rising economic 
surplus. The Soviet economic system generates neither a declining rate of 
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profit, nor a rising rate of surplus. Whether such tendencies empirically occur 
then is a product of policy not necessity. This makes the Soviet economic 
system very different from market capitalism, or even market socialism, 
where the logic of markets produces its own law of profits independent of 
the intentions of the class which has power. Lastly, it should be emphasized 
that the absence of any inherent tendency in relation to profits or surplus 
speaks only to the question of the role of capital and commodity markets, 
not to the question of the relations of production. 


Conclusion 

This chapter has shown that market forces do not operate in the Soviet 
Union to structure its economy, and specifically (and very importantly) that 
labour power is not a commodity. Thus the Soviet Union does not fit either 
the classical Marxist or the neo-Marxist definitions of capitalism. If we had 
merely shown that capital and commodity markets do not predominate, then, 
according to the classical Marxist definition, we would have only demonstrated 
that the U.S.S.R. is not a market capitalism. But the fact that we have also 
shown that labour power is not a commodity rules out even the further 
possibility of the Soviet Union being a state capitalism. The next two 
chapters will examine a different dimension — the question of social classes 
and political decision making — in search of evidence for and against the 
notion that the U.S.S.R. is a capitalist society. 
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This chapter will examine the evidence for and against the thesis that social 
classes have formed or are forming in the Soviet Union. I will examine two 
aspects of the question of inequality in the Soviet Union: the differentiation 
in terms of material rewards amongst those with different types of jobs, and 
the tendency for the different strata of Soviet society to crystallize into 
distinct social classes on the basis of differences in income or occupation. 

The closely related questions of whether the Soviet power elite has become 
a class, and more generally whether any classes exist in the Soviet Union is 
only partially dealt with here. In this chapter we will not examine actual 
power relationships within enterprises or in society as a whole. (The question 
of political power is dealt with in Chapter 5). Here will will only look at the 
distribution of material rewards as an indicator of the relative power exercised 
by the power elite, intelligentsia and working people. On the reasonable ex¬ 
pectation that people with power will exercise it in their own interest, the 
distribution of material rewards — as well as the trends in that distribution — 
are good indicators of the distribution of power over the means of production 
(i.e. of the relationships of production and the control over labour power) in 
a society. 

This chapter will also examine whether distinctive social classes have 
tended to form in the Soviet Union by looking at the major indicators of 
social class: distinctive customs and life styles; common friendship and inter¬ 
marriage patterns; and the tendency to pass one’s position on to one’s 
children. 

1 should also point out at the outset that I use the term ‘intelligentsia’ to 
mean all people in teaching, scientific, technical, managerial, engineering, etc. 
roles, as well as those holding government posts and party or mass organiz¬ 
ation offices. In this chapter, when discussing the intelligentsia, I focus on the 
scientific-technical intelligentsia (scientists, academics and other technical 
specialists), sometimes referred to as the technical or professional intelligentsh 
and on the managerial-political intelligentsia (those with formal positions of 
authority and leadership in the production enterprises, the state, party, or 
mass organizations such as trade unions), sometimes referred to as the 
managerial strata. 1 will attempt to detequine the degree of homogeneity 
between these two strata as well as their differential social integration with 
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(he working class. 


The Distribution of Material Rewards 

In 1973 about 61 per cent of the economically active people in the Soviet 
Union were manual workers, about 10 per cent were non-professional white 
collar employees and service workers, about 16 per cent ‘intelligentsia’ and 
nbout 14 per cent peasants on collective farms. 1 The manual working class 
1 which was 33 per cent of the total in 1939 and 48 per cent of the total in 
1959) is the most rapidly growing section, while the collective farm peasantry 
is shrinking fast. 2 

Table 3.3 reported the average wages of various sectors of the labour force 
in 1965 and 1973. As was seen, the highest paid people are industrial 
engineering and technical personnel who in 1973 earned an average of 1.27 
limes the wages of industrial workers. In 1973 it was only this group that 
earned more than the industrial workers. The spread between the highest and 
lowest paid groups was 2.12 times, while in 1965 it had been 3.20 times. The 
eight year trend from 1965 to 1973 shows a clear tendency for the highest 
paid occupations in 1965 to have the slowest rate of growth in wages while 
the lowest paid occupations had the highest rates of growth. The major 
exception to this trend would appear to be industrial workers who were 
rather well paid in 1965, but who nevertheless received the highest increase 
in wages of any non-agricultural group. 

Perhaps a better idea of the wage spread in the Soviet Union can be got 
from data on occupations within the same industry. In 1965 the average 
wages of machine building personnel in Leningrad (a key industry in a major 
manufacturing city) showed that the highest paid category of workers, the 
executives of labour collectives and of public and state organizations, earned 
1.60 times the wages of skilled operatives. (See Table 4.1) 

Table 4.2 reports the basic monthly rates, in rubles, for production and 
non-production personnel in the construction industry in 1969. From this 
table it can be seen that the highest paid managers and specialists earn about 
1.46 times as much as time-rate workers in the highest pay grade. (See 
I able 4.2). 

It should be noted that the average earnings of production workers in' 
certain segments of Soviet industries exceed those of engineering and tech¬ 
nical personnel in many industries. For example, in 1969, steel workers 
averaged 145 rubles a month, lumber workers 143 and coal miners (the 
highest paid) 210. This compared with monthly earnings of 138 rubles for 
engineering and technical personnel in light industry and the same group's 
average monthly salary of 172 rubles in Soviet industry as a whole. 

There appears to be a strong tendency towards egalitarianism in wages and 
also a tendency for industrial workers to be favoured. The trend towards wage 
equalization has continued since the 1940s. 4 

The highest paid people in the Soviet Union are prominent artists, writers, 
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Table 4.1 

Average Wages of Surveyed Machine-Building Personnel in Leningrad, 1965 
(in rubles per month) 


Groups oj Employed Personnel 

Average 

Ratio to Skilled 

Personnel in unskilled manual labour and 
low-skilled nonmanual labour without 

Wage 

Machine Workers 

special training 

Personnel in skilled nonmanual labour 

97.5 

0.90 

without special education 

Personnel in skilled, primarily manual 
labour, employed on machines and 

83.6 

0.78 

mechanisms 

Personnel in skilled, primarily manual. 

107.5 

1.00 

hand labour 

Personnel in highly skilled work 

120.0 

1.12 

combining mental and manual functions 

129.0 

1.20 

Personnel in skilled mental work 

Highly skilled scientific and technical 

109.8 

1.02 

personnel 

Executives of labour collectives, public 

127.0 

1.18 

and state organizations 

172.9 

1.60 


Source: O.J. Shkaratan, ‘Social Groups in the Working Class of a Developed 
Socialist Society*, in Murray Yanowitch and Wesley Fisher, Social Stratifi¬ 
cation and Mobility in the USSR, (White Plains, N.Y.: International Arts 
and Sciences Press, 1973), p.8. 


leading university administrators, professors and scientists. In the mid 1960s 
the president of the Soviet Academy of Sciences made 1,500 rubles a month 
and leading university presidents 1,200. 5 A few famous artists and performers 
have incomes in the same range- In the 1960s leading government officials 
earned about 600 rubles a month, about four times the wages of industrial 
workers, and leading enterprise directors from 190 to 400 rubles a month, 
(exclusive of bonuses), which was about 13 to 2.7 times workers* wages. 6 

In 1956 the ratio of the wage exceeded by the top 10 per cent of Soviet 
employees and workers (excluding only collective farmers) to the wage 
exceeded by 90 percent was4.4;in 1964,3.6;in 1970 3.2;and in 1975 (if 
the intentions of the plan were fulfilled) 2.9. 7 Again the rather strong 
egalitarian trend in the Soviet Union can be seen. In the U.S. in 1974, the 
similar spread was roughly 6.2 times. 8 In 1956 the ratio of the average wages 
of the 10 per cent highest paid to the 10 per cent lowest paid was 8.1; in 
1975 it was only 4.1. In the United States in 1974, the similar ratio was 
roughly 12. 9 Even those whose conceptualization of income distribution is 


64 



Social Classes 


Table 4.2 

llusic Monthly Rates of Production and Non-production Personnel in 
Construction, 1969 
On rubles per month) 


Position Basic Wage 

or Salary Rate 

Within a trust: 

Chief of production department, also chief specialist 160-190 

Chief of planning and economic department 150-190 

Chief of personnel department 135-170 

Within an administration: 

Chief of administration 170-190 

Chief of supply office, chief of production department 150-190 

Chief of planning and economic department 150-180 

Senior work superintendent 180-200 

Work superintendent 160-180 

f oreman, shop mechanic 135-150 

engineer 120-160 

Technician 100-125 

Accounting and related personnel 90-145 

Typist, clerk, cashier, and similar positions 78-80 

l ime-rate worker in the 6th (highest) grade 137 

lime-rate worker in the 1st (lowest) grade 76 


Source: Robert Osbom, Soviet Social Policies, Homewood, Ill.: The Dorsey 
Press, 1970), p. 176. 


designed to make Soviet income distribution look as non-egalitarian as 
possible, have been forced to conclude that it is about twice as egalitarian as 
the American. 10 

When, as such critical authors do, the ratio of the lower limits of the upper 
decile are compared to the upper limits of the lower decile the Soviet income 
differentiation looks somewhat less egalitarian than it really is, because the 
absence of very high incomes in the Soviet Union is not taken into account. 
Tlie very highest incomes in the Soviet Union (of which there are very few) 
are ten times more than the average industrial wage, while the wages of the 
highest level state ministers and enterprise managers are about 2.7 to 4.0 
limes the average industrial wage. The ratios of the very highest to the average 
Industrial wage must be compared to the equivalent income distribution in 
I he United States. In the U.S. in 1973, there were about 1,000 individuals 
who had an income of at least a million dollars a year, while the annual wage 
in manufacturing was S8,632. n Assuming (very conservatively) a million 
dollars a year as the highest income level in the U.S., this is a ratio of roughly 
115 times compared to the Soviet ratio of approximately ten times. In the 
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U.S. the pay of top managers (including income from stock options) in the 
leading corporations in the mid 1970s was around a million dollars a year. 

For example, in 1970 the president of I.T.T. earned SI ,242,000, the 
president of Xerox SI,032,000 and the president of Atlantic Richfield 
S972,000. 12 Again, comparing such incomes to the income of U.S. production 
workers, we have a ratio of roughly 115:1 compared to the equivalent 
Soviet ratio of about 2.5:1 between the best paid managers and the average 
industrial wage, and a ratio of about 4:1 between the heads of ministries and 
the average industrial wage. Thus when we compare the highest incomes with 
the average income, we see that the Soviet Union is far more egalitarian than 
the U.S. 

Furthermore, while there has been no appreciable decrease in income 
inequality in the last generation in the U.S., in the twenty years between the 
mid 1950s and the mid 1970s, the Soviets have eliminated about half of the 
inequality in their income distribution (reducing the ratio of the highest 
decile's to the lowest decile's average wages from 8.1 to 4.1) - a radical 
reduction in inequality in a very short time. 13 Such a reduction provides 
strong evidence against the Chinese claim that a ‘new capitalist class’ of either 
state bureaucrats or managers assumed control of the Soviet Union in the 
1960s, since if this were the case they would have undoubtedly used their 
new power to increase, not decrease, their relative material advantage. 

In the United States in 1973, male self-employed professionals earned on 
average J20,490 a year while salaried physicians and surgeons earned 
123,360. 14 The ratio of these earnings to the average industrial wage in the 
U.S. in 1973 was 2.4:1 and 2.7:1 respectively. This is approximately the same 
as the ratio in the Soviet Union of the highest managerial incomes to the 
industrial wage, and considerably less than the average managerial wage to the 
average industrial wage. Thus the spread between top management and pro¬ 
duction workers in the Soviet Union is more or less the same as that between 
petty bourgeois professionals and industrial workers in the United States. 

This suggests that the leading stratum in the Soviet Union is, at least in 
income terms, similar to the U.S. professional petty bourgeoisie, rather than 
to the American capitalist class (of either corporate managers or multi¬ 
millionaire wealthy). 

It should also be noted that family income distribution in the Soviet 
Union is considerably more egalitarian than the distribution of average 
monthly wages because of differences in the number of wage earners and 
dependents per family. 15 The lowest paid occupations have relatively more 
wage earners and fewer dependents than do the highest paid families. While 
the spread of average monthly wages is from 74 to 169 rubles (a factor of 
2.28) between unskilled workers and managerial personnel, the spread in 
average monthly family income per capita was only 62 to 81 (a factor of 
only 131). (See Table 43). 

Soviet data on wages are complicated by two factors. On the one side, 
they underestimate the income of managers and directors by leaving out 
bonuses earned over and above wages (bonuses average about 25 to 30 per cent 
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Table 4.3 

Soviet Wages and Per Capita Family Income, c.1966 


Social Classes 


l Installed and low-skilled workers 
Skilled workers 
I lighly skilled workers 
I Employees in management positions 
Teachers, scientific, medical and 
other specialists not in the sector 
of material production 
Ihgineering-technical personnel and 
other specialists in the sector of 
material production 
Employees without specialized 
education 


Average Monthly 

Average Monthly 

Wage of Head 

Income per 

(rubles) 

capita according to 
Occupation of Head 
(rubles) 

74 

62 

111 

69 

144 

72 

169 

81 


110 

81 

117 

78 

84 

66 


Source: LA. Gordon and E.V. Klopov, ‘Some Problems of the Social Structure 
of the Soviet Working Class’, in Yanowitch and Fisher, op. cit., p.42. 


of managerial wages), as well as their privileged access to fringe benefits 
inch as automobiles, summer houses, etc. 16 On the other hand, the state 
provides a wide range of free and heavy subsidized goods and services which 
disproportionately favour the low income groups. 

State pricing policy sets the price of basic necessities such as basic food¬ 
stuffs below their value and luxury goods above their value. 17 This means 
that a wage spread of 3:1 is actually considerably less than this, when measured 
ngiiinst the actual value of the goods and services purchased by the high and 
low wage earners. Most of the lowest wage earners’ income goes to purchase 
goods and services obtainable below their value (or cost of production) while 
ii good share, if not most, of the income of the highest wage earners purchases 
goods at a cost considerably above their value (e.g. automobiles and personal 
luxury goods). 18 

Besides the equalizing effect of the pricing policy on necessities and 
luxuries, another major equalizing effect comes from social welfare services 
often referred to as the ‘social wage’. Such benefits available to all include 
lice medical care, free education at all levels including college, heavily 
iiibsidized housing (rents are set at the level required to maintain housing), 
itibsidized child care, generous pensions, paid maternity leave, etc., all of 
which considerably increase family income for manual workers in particular. 19 
Ihe relative proportion of the social wage in total worker compensation has 
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risen over the last generation. As a percentage of individual earnings it rose 
from 23 per cent in 1940 and 29 per cent in 1950, to 34 to 35 per cent 
through the 1960s. 20 Because the social wage adds about the same absolute 
amount to each household, it has a considerable equalizing effect on total 
family income. In 1968 it has been estimated that free goods and services 
averaged about 46 per cent of the income of the lowest paid strata, but only 
12 per cent of the income of the highest paid. In heavy industry the spread 
of about two to one in take-home wages is reduced to about 1.5 to 1 because 
of the egalitarian effect of services provided on the basis of need. 21 In 
addition to trends towards reducing wage differentials and increasing free 
goods and services, in recent years the minimum wage and pensions have been 
greatly increased, and also income tax used increasingly to promote equality. 22 

While it could be that higher paid strata in the Soviet Union have far easier 
access to scarce goods such as cars and housing, thus manifesting far greater 
inequality in possession of material goods than is suggested by the income 
distribution, this does not appear to be the case. The relative egalitarianism of 
income is reflected in the distribution of housing. Most housing in the Soviet 
Union is built by either the state or the trade unions. Rents (including utilities) 
are set at a level necessary to maintain the housing, rents thus consuming on 
average about 7 per cent of workers* income (compared to over 20 per cent 
in the U.S.) 23 

A study done in the mid 1960s showed that the quality of housing for 
higher professionals was, on average, about 1.6 times better than that of semi¬ 
skilled workers. Another study found that socio-occupational status only 
correlated about 0.1 with the amount of housing space per family. 24 There is 
no consistent pattern of neighbourhoods differentiated by income level. 

There are, for example, some exclusive neighbourhoods in Moscow where 
leading officials of the Communist Party and its employees live, but there are 
also many cases (for example) of janitors and full professors at leading 
universities living in the same apartment building. It is normal for government 
and enterprise officials to live in the same apartments as production workers 25 

Similar, but not quite as egalitarian, results have been found for automobile 
ownership. Studies show that enterprise directors and leading professional 
people have about a 2.5 times higher probability of owning an automobile than 
do manual workers. 26 Thus, the chances of owning a car are roughly proport¬ 
ional to the income differential between the highest paid managers and the 
production workers, and do not reflect any special access to automobiles by 
the intelligentsia strata beyond that accounted for by their higher incomes. 

In summary, although it certainly is true that managers receive bonuses 
averaging 25 to 30 per cent of their income (workers receive bonuses as well) 
and have access to special privileges such as the automobiles belonging to the 
enterprise, the weight of the evidence leads us to conclude that such effects, 
when set against the generous subsidies to the lower paid strata, do not make 
the distribution of material goods more unequal. In fact the evidence, at 
least for housing, suggests that the distribution of material goods may even be 
more egalitarian than the income statistics indicate. In conclusion it would 
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uppear that the difference in material living standards between managers and 
government ministers in the U.S.S.R. and industrial workers come close to the 
difference between professionals and industrial workers in the U.S. Nothing 
like the gap between millionaires and workers that exists in the U.S. can be 
found in the U.S.S.R. 


Tendencies Towards the Formation of Social Classes 

While there are no strata in Soviet society comparable in income to the top 
managerial and property owning classes in the capitalist countries, as we have 
seen above, there is a stratum comparable in income to the professional 
middle classes in the capitalist countries. Here we will examine the extent to 
which this stratum may be forming into a distinctive social class. 

If such a class is forming in the Soviet Union, we would expect to find 
ihree things: (1) a high correlation of customs, life style and leisure patterns 
with occupation; (2) a high rate of intermarriage and friendship patterns 
within each occupational group; and (3) a higher inter-generational correlation 
between parents' and children's occupational levels. We will examine data on 
each of these factors in turn. 

Life Style 

A number of studies have been done by Soviet sociologists on the material 
goods possessed by different types of Soviet families. A study done around 
1970 in the Lukhovitskii District of the Moscow region found that 61 per 
cent of the intelligentsia, 26 per cent of white collar employees, 23 per cent 
of machine operators and 10 per cent of low skilled and unskilled workers 
possessed a library. The figures for radio ownership were 94 per cent, 88 per 
cent, 95 per cent and 55 per cent respectively and for TV ownership 73 per 
cent, 65 per cent, 68 per cent and 41 per cent. A study done of Leningrad 
machine building personnel in 1965 showed that 2.5 per cent of production 
workers own both an automobile ahd a piano compared to 5.6 per cent of 
the executives of production collectives and 6.8 per cent of the engineers. 27 
Another study done in Akademgorodok in the late 1960s showed that 22 per 
cent of the directors of institutions and senior research personnel had either 
an automobile or motor boat, compared to 8 per cent of low skilled workers, 
68 per cent of the former compared to 80 per cent of the latter had tele¬ 
vision sets, 90 per cent of the former and 75 per cent of the latter had 
washing machines, 85 per cent of the former and 52 per cent of the latter 
had a refrigerator. 28 Some significant differences between workers and the 
Intelligentsia emerge from these findings. 

Studies of leisure patterns among members of various occupations also 
show there to be significant differences. Among the intelligentsia 55 per cent 
preferred to spend their free time with fellow employees, compared to 
30 per cent of operatives and 25 per cent of manual workers. On the other 
hand, 63 per cent of these unskilled workers, compared to 50 per cent of 
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operatives and 23 per cent of the intelligentsia, preferred to spend their leisure 
time with their relatives and neighbours. 29 

One Soviet sociological study on leisure activities in different regions of 
the U.S.S.R. in the late 1960s found some significant differences in the use 
of leisure time by occupational groups. This study showed that the high level 
intelligentsia (higher managers, state officials, top scientists, etc.) are much 
more likely to be engaged in self-education and reading in their spare time 
than are manual workers. They are also more likely than manual workers to 
spend their time watching TV and listening to the radio. On the other hand, 
manual workers are more likely simply to spend their time testing than are 
the higher level intelligentsia. These, however, would seem to be the only 
areas in which there is a significant difference between the leisure time 
activities of the two groups. There are no consistent differences between 
them in relation to housework, spending time with children, going to films 
and dances, playing dominoes or cards, engaging in sport, hunting, fishing 
or participating in other hobbies. 30 

A study of the Leningrad machine tool industry showed that 56 per cent 
of the unskilled labourers, 80 per cent of the skilled and 85 per cent of the 
executives were regular newspaper readers. 31 Twenty per cent of unskilled 
workers read one or more books a week, compared to 35 per cent of the 
skilled and 29 per cent of the technicians, scientists and directors. Also, 80 
to 85 per cent of low paid workers attended theatres and concerts at least 
once a month, while among highly paid workers only 58 per cent did. This 
would indicate no great differences in life style between the more skilled 
workers and the managers. 

Recently, studies of Soviet customs broken down by occupation have 
appeared. One showed that there was no great difference by occupation in 
attitudes towards using physical punishment on children or towards marriage 
between people of different nationality groups. This study did find, however, 
that professional and managerial people are less likely than manual workers 
to believe that wives should, if the possibility existed, engage only in 
housework. 32 The overall difference, however, was relatively small. 

Most Anglo-Saxon non-Communist scholars are of the opinion that there 
is relatively little class snobbery in the Soviet Union. Most believe that, 
compared to the situation in Western capitalist countries, there are relatively 
few cultural differences between people in various urban occupations. 

There appears to be little in the way of a distinctive class culture, accents or 
mode of dress. 33 However, there are some differences in status and life 
styles. 34 Evidence about whether elite members regard themselves as part of 
a distinctive status group is conflicting, but it is clear that any such status 
consciousness is considerably less than in the Western capitalist countries. 

In summary, although differences in life style between the professional and 
managerial strata and the production workers are, for the most part, not very 
great as measured by consumer goods, leisure patterns and attitudes, signifi¬ 
cant differences do exist in relation to book ownership, possession of 
automobiles and pianos, and engaging in study. While differences in life style 
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Mem to be relatively small, they do reflect some differentiation of strata, 
ill though certainly nothing on the scale existing in the Western countries 
1*1 ween managers or owners and production workers. 35 

Intermarriage and Friendship Patterns 

A study of graduating secondary school students in Estonia in 1966 showed 
that 79 per cent of their fathers who were manual workers in enterprises 
employing more than 50 workers were themselves married to other manual 
or office workers. Manual fathers married to women in the professions or in 
leading positions in trade unions, Soviets and other organizations represented 
only 2 per cent of the total. On the other hand, 29 per cent of the fathers 
who were scientists and 74 per cent of the fathers who were leaders in trade 
unions, Soviets, and other organizations were married to women who were 
manual or office workers. 36 In sum there did not appear to be all that much 
difference in the marriage patterns of manual workers and of leaders of trade 
unions, Soviets and other organizations. The most significant difference here 
appears to be among scientists who have a high rate of intermarriage to other 
professionals. 

Another study found that among male employees at a Pskov automatic 
iclcphone exchange plant in 1967, 87 per cent of unskilled manual workers, 

66 per cent of skilled manual workers and 83 per cent of machine operatives 
were married to manual or unskilled white collar workers, while only 33 per 
cent of personnel in skilled mental work (including scientific and technical 
work) and 36 per cent of labour collective executives were married to women 
who were manual workers or unskilled office workers. Thirty-six per cent of 
executives and 24 per cent of personnel in skilled mental work were married 
lo women who had a specialized higher education, compared to only four per 
cent of the unskilled manual workers, nine per cent of skilled, manual 
workers and nought per cent of operatives. 37 This study showed no signifi¬ 
cant difference between the professional and managerial strata. 

Another Soviet sociological study found a correlation of +0.66 between 
the educational attainment of spouses, and discovered that 93 per cent of men 
with higher education had wives with middle or higher education, while 65 
per cent of men with only an elementary education had wives at the same 
educational level. 36 A study of friendship patterns showed that about two- 
thirds of workers say that their best friend is another manual worker an'd 
that only about five to eleven per cent have a best friend who is an engineer 
or someone else with higher education. On the other hand, about 10 per cent 
of the professional intelligentsia and 21 per cent of the managerial personnel 
have best friends who are manual workers, while 50 per cent of the professional 
Intelligentsia and 42 per cent of the managerial personnel have best friends 
who are engineers or others with a higher education. There seems to be a clear 
pattern for people of similar occupations to associate with others of their 
own kind with this tendency being most pronounced among the professional 
intelligentsia. 39 

The evidence from intermarriage and friendship patterns that there are 


71 



Is the Red Flag Flying? 

distinctive social strata (based on different relations of production) is stronger 
than that based on life style and consumption patterns. There clearly is a 
distinctive social stratum of professional intelligentsia differentiated from the 
production workers, while the managerial stratum seems to be more socially 
integrated into the working class than are the professional intelligentsia. 

Education and Social Mobility 

A higher proportion of Soviet youth go through higher education than in any 
other country of the world except the United States and Canada. The system 
of part-time, night and adult education programmes is probably the most 
extensive in the world. In general the Soviet working people are among the 
best trained anywhere. 

Stipends to cover living and school expenses are provided for higher 
education students who maintain a 4 B* or better average. All I.Q. and general 
aptitude tests are barred. Admission to higher education is on the basis of 
passing standardized examinations in specific subjects. Among applicants for 
positions in institutions of higher education, preference is given to those 
with two or more years work experience. Special preparatory courses are 
available for students with at least one year of work experience who fail 
university entrance examinations. Adult education is encouraged and facili¬ 
tated by enterprises and trade unions. There are no guidance counsellors in 
Soviet schools to push working class children into prescribed life channels. 

All these aspects of the Soviet educational system encourage children from 
the manual working class and peasantry to get into higher education and 
thereby to provide the personnel for the higher level positions in society. 40 

In spite of these considerable efforts to equalize educational opportunity 
for all, children of the intelligentsia are considerably more likely to complete 
higher education successfully. Through the 1960s children of manual workers 
and unskilled staff represented roughly 40 to 50 per cent of all higher 
education students although they made up approximately 60 per cent of the 
population. 41 Children of the intelligentsia also accounted for about 40 to 
50 per cent, while students from the collective farm peasantry represented 
approximately 10 per cent. Studies of the differential probability of secon¬ 
dary school graduates going on to higher education generally find that children 
of the intelligentsia have a 1.5 to 2 times greater chance of beginning higher 
education than do the children of urban workers. 42 However, the trend in the 
last generation is away from the over-representation of children of the 
intelligentsia in institutions of higher education. For example the ratio of 
children of production workers to children of employees (both intelligentsia 
and non-professional staff) amongst first year students in the day-time division 
of six Sverdlovsk higher educational institutions was 0.52 in 1950,0.57 in 
1957,0.70 in 1965 and 0.94 in 1969 43 

Although all higher education is free, students are given stipends to support 
themselves, and admission is on the basis of standardized examinations, 
occupational position still tends to be passed on through two mechanisms 
(which operate in Western capitalist societies as well): (1) differential 
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aspirations to become members of the intelligentsia, and (2) differential 
ability to do well in school and examinations. Both are products of the degree 
nl cultural stimulation of the child by parents. One study in the Novosibirsk 
Oblast in 1962-63 showed that 71 per cent of children of the intelligentsia 
compared to 60 per cent of children of workers in industry and construction 
aspired to become part of the intelligentsia, while only 25 per cent of 
children of the intelligentsia, but 35 per cent of children of industrial and 
construction workers aspired to be workers. 44 

A 1966 study in the Sverdlovsk region showed that 94 per cent of the 
intelligentsia compared to 65 per cent of workers were planning a higher 
education for their children. 45 In 1970, 71 per cent of students who passed 
entrance examinations for Novosibirsk State University had parents with a 
higher education, while only 33 per cent of applicants passed whose parents 
had merely a primary education, and 42 per cent of applicants passed whose 
parents had a general secondary education. 46 Performance in school is also 
associated with parents' occupations. A study of Leningrad eighth grade 
graduates in 1968 showed that 89 per cent of the children of the intelligent 
da compared with 69 per cent of the children of skilled workers had an 
overall grade average of at least 3.5. 47 

In order to put this data in perspective, it is necessary to look at the 
capitalist countries. Around 1960 the percentage of university students of 
working-class origins in Britain was about 25 per cent, in Sweden 16 per cent, 
in France 8 per cent and in West Germany and the Netherlands only 5 per 
cent (compared to approximately 40 per cent in the Soviet Union). 4 * In the 
IJ.S. in 1950 children of manual workers were about 8 per cent of total 
college graduates and in 1965 about 25 per cent of college students 49 One 
IJ.S. study reported that, of 1957 high school seniors, 14 per cent of the 
children of working-class families had graduated from college by 1965 
compared to 42 per cent of the children from the upper middle class. 50 
Thus it appears that the differential probability of working-class children 
going to college in the Soviet Union is higher than that of any capitalist 
country and a lot higher than most. This indicates that the relative privilege 
(in terms of ability to pass on occupational position) of higher groups in the 
Soviet Union is less than that of higher groups (both professionals and 
capitalists) in the West. But children of the Soviet intelligentsia are still three 
limes more likely than working-class children to be at college. 

Because there is no inheritance of productive property or any other linkage 
between the generations except those which operate through unequal 
educational opportunities, upward mobility in the Soviet Union is very high. 51 
Nevertheless, because of this educational factor, there is a significant linkage 
of occupational positions from generation to generation. A 1965 study of 
heads of family in Leningrad showed that only 35 per cent of highly skilled 
scientific and technical personnel and 63 per cent of executives from labour 
and state organizations came from manual or peasant families. 52 This same 
study showed that 20 per cent of the adult children of managerial personnel 
und 26 per cent of the children of highly skilled scientific and technical 
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distinctive social strata (based on different relations of production) is stronger 
than that based on life style and consumption patterns. There clearly is a 
distinctive social stratum of professional intelligentsia differentiated from the 
production workers, while the managerial stratum seems to be more socially 
integrated into the working class than are the professional intelligentsia. 

Education and Social Mobility 

A higher proportion of Soviet youth go through higher education than in any 
other country of the world except the United States and Canada. The system 
of part-time, night and adult education programmes is probably the most 
extensive in the world. In general the Soviet working people are among the 
best trained anywhere. 

Stipends to cover living and school expenses are provided for higher 
education students who maintain a ‘B’ or better average. All l.Q. and general 
aptitude tests are barred. Admission to higher education is on the basis of 
passing standardized examinations in specific subjects. Among applicants for 
positions in institutions of higher education, preference is given to those 
with two or more years work experience. Special preparatory courses are 
available for students with at least one year of work experience who fail 
university entrance examinations. Adult education is encouraged and facili¬ 
tated by enterprises and trade unions. There are no guidance counsellors in 
Soviet schools to push working class children into prescribed life channels. 

All these aspects of the Soviet educational system encourage children from 
the manual working class and peasantry to get into higher education and 
thereby to provide the personnel for the higher level positions in society. 40 

In spite of these considerable efforts to equalize educational opportunity 
for all, children of the intelligentsia are considerably more likely to complete 
higher education successfully. Through the 1960s children of manual workers 
and unskilled staff represented roughly 40 to 50 per cent of all higher 
education students although they made up approximately 60 per cent of the 
population. 41 Children of the intelligentsia also accounted for about 40 to 
50 per cent, while students from the collective farm peasantry represented 
approximately 10 per cent. Studies of the differential probability of secon¬ 
dary school graduates going on to higher education generally find that children 
of the intelligentsia have a 1.5 to 2 times greater chance of beginning higher 
education than do the children of urban workers. 42 However, the trend in the 
last generation is away from the over-representation of children of the 
intelligentsia in institutions of higher education. For example the ratio of 
children of production workers to children of employees (both intelligentsia 
and non-professional staff) amongst first year students in the day-time division 
of six Sverdlovsk higher educational institutions was 0.52 in 1950,0.57 in 
1957,0.70 in 1965 and 0.94 in 1969 43 

Although all higher education is free, students are given stipends to support 
themselves, and admission is on the basis of standardized examinations, 
occupational position still tends to be passed on through two mechanisms 
(which operate in Western capitalist societies as well): (1) differential 
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uspiralions to become members of the intelligentsia, and (2) differential 
ubility to do well in school and examinations. Both are products of the degree 
dI cultural stimulation of the child by parents. One study in the Novosibirsk 
oblast in 1962-63 showed that 71 per cent of children of the intelligentsia 
compared to 60 per cent of children of workers in industry and construction 
aspired to become part of the intelligentsia, while only 25 per cent of 
i hildren of the intelligentsia, but 35 per cent of children of industrial and 
construction workers aspired to be workers. 44 

A 1966 study in the Sverdlovsk region showed that 94 per cent of the 
intelligentsia compared to 65 per cent of workers were planning a higher 
education for their children. 45 In 1970, 71 per cent of students who passed 
entrance examinations for Novosibirsk State University had parents with a 
higher education, while only 33 per cent of applicants passed whose parents 
had merely a primary education, and 42 per cent of applicants passed whose 
parents had a general secondary education. 44 Performance in school is also 
associated with parents* occupations. A study of Leningrad eighth grade 
graduates in 1968 showed that 89 per cent of the children of the intelligent 
sin compared with 69 per cent of the children of skilled workers had an 
overall grade average of at least 3.5 47 

In order to put this data in perspective, it is necessary to look at the 
capitalist countries. Around 1960 the percentage of university students of 
working-class origins in Britain was about 25 per cent, in Sweden 16 per cent. 
In France 8 per cent and in West Germany and the Netherlands only 5 per 
cent (compared to approximately 40 per cent in the Soviet Union). 48 In the 
U S. in 1950 children of manual workers were about 8 per cent of total 
college graduates and in 1965 about 25 per cent of college students. 49 One 
U S. study reported that, of 1957 high school seniors, 14 per cent of the 
children of working-class families had graduated from college by 1965 
compared to 42 per cent of the children from the upper middle class. 50 
Thus it appears that the differential probability of working-class children 
going to college in the Soviet Union is higher than that of any capitalist 
country and a lot higher than most. This indicates that the relative privilege 
(in terms of ability to pass on occupational position) of higher groups in the 
Soviet Union is less than that of higher groups (both professionals and 
capitalists) in the West. But children of the Soviet intelligentsia are still three 
limes more likely than working-class children to be at college. 

Because there is no inheritance of productive property or any other linkage 
between the generations except those which operate through unequal 
educational opportunities, upward mobility in the Soviet Union is very high. 51 
Nevertheless, because of this educational factor, there is a significant linkage 
of occupational positions from generation to generation. A 1965 study of 
heads of family in Leningrad showed that only 35 per cent of highly skilled 
scientific and technical personnel and 63 per cent of executives from labour 
und state organizations came from manual or peasant families. 52 This same 
study showed that 20 per cent of the adult children of managerial personnel 
and 26 per cent of the children of highly skilled scientific and technical 
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workers were in the intelligentsia compared to about 10 per cent of the 
children of manual workers and 143 per cent of the children of skilled workers 
Another Leningrad study found that in 1970 42 per cent of specialists had 
manual working-class fathers while 31 per cent had fathers who were also 
specialists. 53 

Most studies of Soviet mobility show that working-class children are the 
major source of recruits for administrative positions while the scientific- 
academic intelligentsia has an especially high rate of recruitment from the 
intelligentsia. The inter-generational continuity of intelligentsia status is most 
pronounced among those with advanced academic degrees. 54 The proportion 
of senior party and government leaders from the working class is much higher 
than among the leading segments of the professional intelligentsia, again 
suggesting that there is a tendency for something like a social class to be 
forming around the roles of the professional intelligentsia but not around 
managerial-administrative jobs. 

Of the 47 government ministers of the U3.S.R. (the nearest Soviet 
equivalent to the richest owners and top managers of corporate wealth in the 
West) 40 per cent in 1966 had manual working-class parents, 27 per cent had 
parents who were peasants, 15 per cent had parents who were low level white 
collar workers, and only 18 per cent had parents in the intelligentsia, i.e. 

About 80 per cent came from humble origins. 55 

The two leading bodies of the Communist Party, the Central Committee 
and the Politburo, are also predominantly composed of people from lower 
status non-intelligentsia backgrounds. For example, a study of the 1966 
Central Committee showed that, of the 74 per cent on which information 
could be found, 36 per cent had manual working-class parents, 47 per cent 
peasant parents and only 16 per cent non-manual (i.e. either intelligentsia 
or low level white collar) parents. 56 i.e. About 90 per cent of leading Party 
members came from humble origins. This information on the social back¬ 
ground of both the economic and the political elites leads us to conclude that 
the differential rate of inter-generational working class versus intelligentsia 
recruitment into the highest managerial and political positions is no different 
than into the intelligentsia as a whole. Further, working class recruitment to 
the power elite is greater (i.e. more favourable to the lower strata) than into 
the scientific-technical segment of the intelligentsia. 

The intelligentsia are able to give their children a good chance of not going 
into manual occupations (i.e. avoiding downward social mobility), but at the 
same time children of manual workers have a fairly good chance of rising into 
the intelligentsia. The amount of upward mobility into all levels of Soviet 
society is considerable. Although children of the intelligentsia have a better 
chance of becoming managers than children of manual workers or peasants, 
the majority of managerial personnel at all levels are not children of the 
intelligentsia. 57 

The children of the intelligentsia have twice as great a chance as manual 
workers of making it into the intelligentsia (either as a whole or into the top 
managerial positions). Let us compare this Soviet situation with the Western 
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capitalist countries. In the latter, children of manual workers are more likely 
(o retain the manual status of their parents than to become non-manuals by 
a factor of roughly three. In the U.S., for example, it is 2.7, in France 2.5, 
in Japan 3.0, in Britain 2.3, in West Germany 3.6, and in Sweden, 2.8. 58 
Since the category ‘non-manual’ in the West includes even low level white 
collar workers such as clerks and sales people, while the Soviet category of 
intelligentsia used here excludes them, the differential between the two types 
of society is in fact considerably greater than the data reported here suggests. 

The greater upward mobility of workers in the Soviet Union than in the 
capitalist countries is clear enough when comparing recruitment into the 
intelligentsia as a whole. But it becomes qualitatively different when com¬ 
paring mobility into the elites, especially into the highest level economic 
positions. The differential in access between the intelligentsia and manual 
workers to the highest level economic positions in Soviet society is about 
two to one; this compares with a ratio in the West of middle class versus 
manual worker access to a broadly defined elite of 3.6 in France, 4.2 in 
Britain, 4.4 in Sweden and 5.5 in West Germany. 59 A study of U.S. business 
elites in the mid 1950s showed that, of the businessmen bom from 1891 
to 1920, only three per cent had manual parents compared to 74 per cent 
who had wealthy parents. 60 This compares to the approximate 40 per cent 
of Soviet economic ministers who are from manual working class back¬ 
grounds, a difference of more than 10 times in favour of the Soviets. 

In capitalist countries, like the U.S., ownership of economic wealth is 
passed from generation to generation through inheritance. If one’s parents 
were corporate wealthy, the probability approaches 100 per cent that one 
will be as well. Thus the Rockefellers, Fords, Mellons, Duponts, etc. accumu¬ 
late wealth from generation to generation, assuring each new generation of 
tremendous fortunes. Further, the members of boards of directors of 
leading corporations tend to come predominantly from those who inherit 
large sums of wealth. A study of 50 of the largest U.S. corporations in 1963 
showed that 53 per cent of their 884 directors were hereditary members of 
the U.S. upper class while most of the rest had middle-class backgrounds. 61 
Furthermore, the top hired managers of the corporations, while not generally 
being part of the hereditary capitalist upper class, are recruited mostly from 
urban middle-class, not manual working-class or rural, backgrounds. There 
is nothing like this in the Soviet Union where access to the highest level - 
economic positions shows no inter-generational linkage and hence no 
tendency whatsoever for a social class of top managers to form. There is no 
significant tendency for leading governmental, enterprise or party officials 
lo pass on their positions. At best they can give their children only member¬ 
ship in the intelligentsia as a whole. There are virtually no cases of any Soviet 
leaders successfully passing on a top level position to their children. Each 
generation of top managers and political leaders is recruited afresh from 
the lower levels of the intelligentsia (no more than a quarter) and the manual 
working class (at least a third), as well as from the peasantry and white collar 
workers. This is qualitatively different from the Western capitalist countries. 
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In summary, the data on social mobility in the Soviet Union shows that 
this society is far more open, especially in its highest reaches, to children 
from the manual working class than are contemporary capitalist societies, 
but that children from the intelligentsia (especially the professional intelli¬ 
gentsia in contrast to governmental, party or managerial personnel) have a 
significantly higher probability than working-class children of becoming 
members in their turn of the intelligentsia. Although status boundaries are 
considerably more fluid in the Soviet Union than in the West, there is a 
tendency for the scientific-technical intelligentsia to crystallize as a distinc¬ 
tive social stratum, separate from both the manual working class and the 
managerial-political intelligentsia (who appear to be significantly more 
working class in origin than the former group). 

Summary 

The evidence on social class formation seems to parallel that on the distri¬ 
bution of material rewards. While there is no social class corresponding to the 
wealthy corporate owning and managerial class in the Western countries 
(i.e. the Soviet power elite does not form a distinctive social class), there does 
tend to be a significant differentiation in life style, marriage patterns and 
inheritance of position, roughly comparable to the differences between the 
petty bourgeoisie and the manual working class in the U.S. The most 
distinctive tendencies toward social class formation occur within the scientific- 
technical section of the intelligentsia who appear to have the most distinctive 
life styles and inter-marriage patterns and the highest probability of passing on 
intelligentsia status, while the managerial-political stratum of the intelligentsia 
appears to be somewhat more socially integrated into the working class. 


Conclusion 

The evidence on income distribution as well as on social class formation 
shows that: (1) there is no wealthy class which has an income remotely com¬ 
parable to that of the economic elite in the capitalist countries; (2) no elite 
privileged social stratum exists with its own highly distinctive life style, 
exclusive intermarriage patterns and virtual certainty of passing on its 
positions to its children as is the case in the capitalist countries; (3) there is 
an income differential in the Soviet Union between the higher level managers 
and the scientific and technical intelligentsia on the one hand and the manual 
working class on the other, roughly similar to that between the higher pro¬ 
fessionals and manual workers.in the U.S.; (4) there are distinctive life style 
and intermarriage patterns as well as inter-generational linkages among the 
scientific and technical intelligentsia which tend to make them a social 
stratum distinct from the working class; (S) tendencies for the scientific- 
technical or managerial-political intelligentsia to crystallize into a social class 
are significantly weaker compared to the .class divide that exists in the 
capitalist countries between the economic elite and the manual workers 
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(nevertheless the gap between the professional stratum and the working class in 
the U.S.S.R. is roughly equivalent to that existing between professionals and 
manual workers in the U.S.); and (6) unlike the capitalist countries, the 
incumbents of decision making positions in the economy and state apparatus 
are not integrated into the technical intelligentsia. Rather the managerial 
stratum appears to be significantly closer to the manual working class than is 
the scientific-technical intelligentsia. 
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5. Political Processes 


There is considerable and highly polarized debate about the role of the Soviet 
working people in the decision making processes of Soviet society. The anti¬ 
communists of the West, the Chinese Communist Party and their supporters 
throughout the world, claim that the Soviet state is the instrument of a small 
minority of state bureaucrats, or ‘state capitalists*, who use it as their instru¬ 
ment against the interests of the Soviet people. 1 The Soviet working people 
thus are seen as excluded from the real decision making processes. Further, 
this is largely the result of developments from the death of Stalin in 1953, to 
1965, when, they claim, capitalism was restored in the Soviet Union. The 
Soviets and their supporters, on the other hand, maintain that the Soviet 
Union is a popular democracy in which the masses of working people are 
integrally involved in making the decisions that affect their lives, and that the 
Soviet state is an instrument of their interest and their will. 2 It would be 
hard to imagine two more opposite positions on any question. 

To prove that a society is socialist, in addition to showing that the produc¬ 
ing classes benefit economically relative to the power elite or to any owning or 
controlling class that is hypothesized to exist, it must also be shown that such 
groups are in fact the ruling class, i.e. that the role in the political process is 
the primary factor which determines the role of the state in society. 

There are numerous possible ways, it must be remembered, by which 
the producing classes can determine state policies. Amont these are 
as we argued earlier, the initial revolution by which the producing 
classes overthrew the old regime and selected a new leadership. 

Because there is considerable inertia in people's commitments, this ‘election’ 
might well be expected to determine the class content of policies for some 
time. Again, as we saw, this initial ‘election* is reinforced by the real possi¬ 
bility that a politically mobilized people would be inclined to overthrow a 
leadership that betrays its original revolutionary commitments, i.e. would 
revolt once again if necessary, to ensure that policies were in the popular 
interest. These two factors will not, however, guarantee that a group of 
leaders, once installed by the working people, will indefinitely uphold their 
original commitments, unless there also exist ongoing mechanisms by which 
the masses of people can affect state policies. A country cannot be considered 
socialist, even if state policies disproportionately benefit the productive 
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classes, unless the working people are involved on an ongoing basis in running 
the state. 

Since approximately two generations have passed since the Bolshevik 
Revolution, claims that the Soviet Union is a socialist country where the 
working classes rule, based only on evidence that the working people dis¬ 
proportionately benefit and that these classes installed the leadership of the 
Bolshevik party in power in the 1917-1920 period are insufficient to prove 
that the U.S.S.R. is still socialist. Whether the working people of the Soviet 
Union can be considered to rule must depend on whether structures and 
processes of the kind outlined in Chapter Two predominate. Thus, as part of 
our attempt to determine whether the Soviet Union is a socialist country, we 
will examine the processes of elections and decision making in state bodies, 
public debates and public opinion formation, participation in state and 
economic enterprise administration and decision making, the role of the 
working people in the Communist Party, the social origins of, and integration 
of, the leadership with the masses of working people, and finally, the structural 
constraints which ensure that decisions made benefit the masses of working 
people. 


The Formal Political Structure 

The Electoral Process 

liven though the number of candidates on the ballot papers in Soviet elections 
is equal to the number of positions open, the electoral process in the U.S.S.R. 
must be taken seriously as one means of exerting influence on the decision 
making process. At the final stage of the election process (in a secret ballot 
on election day) the voter (over 99 per cent of Soviet adults normally vote 
in elections) checks a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ after the various candidates’ names. If the 
majority of voters reject a candidate, he or she is not elected and another 
candidate must be nominated and is in turn subject to the possibility of being 
vetoed by a majority vote. In 1965, 208 candidates for local Soviets were 
rejected by the voters at the final stage of the election process, and in 1969 
there were rejections in 145 districts. 3 

But, since virtually all candidates nominated get elected, it is clear that 
most of the negotiation and politicking takes place at the nomination stage. 
(This is not so unlike how primaries and general elections produced successful 
candidates in the old one party system of the South of the U.S.A.) Consider¬ 
able attention is given in the Soviet Union to producing a slate of nominees 
who represent the community, support Communist Party policies and can win 
election. The actual final elections serve mostly to express solidarity and 
energize people, rather than to make decisions. The very real decision making 
process occurs before the final casting of ballots. Candidates are nominated 
at meeting? of workers and members of mass organizations after sounding out 
their opinions and evaluation of the candidates by local election committees 
and Communist Party members. Anyone at a meeting has the right to propose 
or oppose a candidate. 4 Wide and thorough discussion of the qualifications of 
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candidates at these meetings is said by official sources to exist. Regrettably, 

1 could find no hard evidence on the extent to which the nomination process 
was authentically democratic. But it is relevant to point out that the election 
process in China, formally at least, is the same as in the Soviet Union, China 
having adopted the latter’s system. 

The fact that there is only one candidate per post at the final stage of the 
election procedure and that almost all candidates nominated get elected 
cannot be considered ipso facto evidence against the thesis that the producing 
classes rule in the Soviet Union. Whether this is the case must be decided on 
the basis of a study of their role in the selection of nominees, the political 
positions of nominees, and in their control over the nominees both directly 
and through their influence on the Communist Party. 

Legislative Bodies 

Western sovietologists agree that there has been a significant increase both in 
the political role of the Soviets and in popular participation in them since the 
mid 1950s. 5 The standing commissions of the Supreme Soviet (which has 
authority over all aspects of Soviet society) initiate and draft proposals to be 
submitted to its general meetings. They also operate as a permanent watch¬ 
dog on social institutions, and supervise and assist state organs in implementing 
the acts of the Supreme Soviet and its Presidium (which is empowered to 
make decisions when the Supreme Soviet is not meeting). In addition, the 
Supreme Soviet establishes other commissions whose members visit localities 
for investigations and hold on-the-spot public meetings. These commissions 
continually check the state of administration in their areas. There is an 
expanding policy of bringing in experts in various fields for consultation with 
the standing commissions and Presidium of the Supreme Soviet (which suggests 
the growing power of professionals). 

The City and Republic Soviets have responsibility for checking up on the 
work of all enterprises and organizations within their territorial jurisdiction. 
Such Soviets focus on matters like public eating facilities, public health and 
public transport, education, antisocial parasite* activities, working conditions, 
pensions, etc. Careful studies of the operation of local Soviets by Western 
sovietologists conclude that these institutions play a real and active role in 
local decision making; that a considerable diversity of views is put forward 
in their internal discussions prior to adopting legislation; that they actually 
make rather than just ‘rubber stamp* decisions previously agreed on by Party 
organizations; and that they do influence broader political processes in the 
direction of popular responsiveness. 6 

As for the general meetings of the Supreme Soviet which are open to the 
public, these serve the function of expressing unity and solidarity behind 
policy decisions already hammered out in public debate, the commissions and 
the Party, rather than actually formulating state policy. It should be noted 
that the National People’s Congress in the People’s Republic of China 
functions in exactly the same manner. Both national bodies meet for only a 
few days a year, obviously not enough time to do anything other than listen 
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lo some speeches and give legitimacy to decisions which have already been 
made. No real debate normally occurs in either body. Again, it should be 
noted that there is nothing especially unique about such a situation. For 
example, in the U.S.A., the Democratic and Republican party conventions, 
Congressional votes on major foreign policy questions (e.g. the declaration of 
war in 1941 and the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in 1964), the brief perfunc¬ 
tory debates about Department of Defense appropriations and for that 
matter most major legislation before the U.S. Congress, all indicate that most 
of the hammering out of policies occurs in private and before general public 
meetings. The actual process of voting in the U.S., as in the Soviet Union and 
China, very often serves primarily to generate public support behind a decision 
already reached. In none of these countries does the relative absence of real 
decision making in the public general sessions of their leading legislative 
bodies indicate that their ruling class does not participate in a thorough and 
wide ranging process of debate, negotiation and compromise before making 
decisions. The unanimity of Supreme Soviet votes then cannot be taken as 
evidence against the producing classes actually controlling the state. Whether 
this is the case depends on their involvement in processes prior to taking the 
final public votes. 


Public Debate and Public Opinion Formation 

Authentic democracy within a ruling class implies the real opportunity for 
conflicting ideas to confront one another on a more or less equal basis so that 
members of the ruling class can form valid opinions without being ‘brain¬ 
washed 1 through hearing only one viewpoint expressed. Fully developed and 
genuine socialism must then institutionalize the structures for full and 
authentic debate among the producing classes on questions of public policy. 

There is very little public debate either in the open meetings of the Supreme 
Soviet or in candidates’ election campaigns for state office on the pros and 
cons of the various issues facing the Soviet people. But this does not mean 
that freewheeling and wide ranging public debate on the basic issues facing 
the Soviet Union does not occur, or that such debate does not influence the 
decisions made, or that elections and the Supreme Soviet play no real role in 
decision making. 

In the Soviet Union, unlike the Western capitalist countries, the major 
forums for public debate, criticism, and public opinion formation are the 
mass media, together with specialized journals and conferences. The media 
me the major forum for opposing views with Pravda and Izvestia ranging 
more freely as social critics than the local weeklies. 7 The Soviet press is full of 
public debates on a very wide range of issues: literary policy, economic and 
legal reform, military strategy, the relation between the Party and the 
military, city planning, crime, pollution, farm problems, the role of the press, 
art, women’s role in the economy, access to higher education, incompetent 
economic management, bungling bureaucrats, etc. The only issues that are 
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more or less immune from open, concerted criticism in the press, whether 
readers’ commentaries or official editorials, are the Communist Party as an 
institution (as opposed to concrete abuses by party officials), the existence of 
the military (though not military strategy and the political role of the mili¬ 
tary), socialism as a system and communism as an ideal (though again not 
specific practices of the Communist Party), the idea of the unity of the 
Party and the people (but not flaws in its concrete manifestations), and the 
persons of the current top political leaders (but not lower and intermediate 
level officials, and not the ideas and programmes of the top leaders). AU but 
the last of these taboo subjects represent the fundamental assumptions of 
Soviet society. 8 These issues are considered to have been settled once and for 
all and public discussion of them is considered by the regime to be potentially 
disruptive of popular rule. Other than these few basic assumptions of Soviet 
society there appears to be no official policy that is immune from questioning 
and criticism in the press. 9 Even in the sensitive areas of foreign and nation¬ 
ality policy, where advocacy of basic changes is permitted only in veiled form, 
a lively public debate goes on under the guise of discussions on the actual 
facts of the present situation. 10 The consensus among those who follow the 
Soviet media seems to be that the area and depth of public debate has been 
growing and that in recent years there has been virtually no proposal for 
gradual change in the policy of the Communist Party which has not been 
aired in the mass media. 

Observers otherwise hostile to the Soviet Union claim that the public 
debates, struggles and criticisms are reaching deeper and deeper into the social 
structure as policy making becomes more and more decentralized and the 
number of participants increases. 11 There is considerable freedom of dis¬ 
cussion and there exist sharp differences of opinion on a wide range of 
issues. 13 Basic policies are increasingly formulated, discussed and challenged 
in public speeches, forums and editorial statements in newspapers and 
periodicals. 13 The different Soviet papers and periodicals more or less 
openly take sides on public issues. This appears to be especially the case with 
proposed new welfare policies, each of which has been debated vigorously by 
specialists and ordinary citizens alike in professional journals and the public 
press. Public debate on proposed legislation has for the most part become an 
institution. A law is proposed, a period of wide ranging debate takes place, 
and a revised version of the law is finally promulgated which incorporates the 
results of the public criticism. 14 

Letters to editors of the Soviet press, which very often amount to guest 
editorials or articles, play a very significant role. 15 This institution provides 
a major forum for the producing class to present its opinions and participate 
directly in the sharp confrontation of conflicting ideas. Many discussions are 
thus initiated from below. Letters to government agencies. Party organs, etc. 
also play a very important role in initiating public discussion and influencing 
the decision making process. It appears that group opinion, as expressed in 
letters and the media, exerts a significant influence on the course of events. 16 

All the mass media have letter departments which keep letters received on 
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flic and forward them to the appropriate government agency. By law any 
agency against whom a complaint or suggestion is directed must respond 
within 15 days and the sender must be notified of the results. The state takes 
very seriously the channelling of complaints and grievances to collection 
points where they can be processed. The press thus serves the function of 
ombudsman for the masses. In 1970 Pravda handled about 360,000 letters a 
year and Izvestia 500,000. Obviously the press cannot publish all the letters 
il receives, but all must be processed and referred to the agencies against which 
a complaint is directed. 17 

The press itself does more than provide a forum for public debate and 
opinion formation. It also actively performs the role of social critic (although 
not of the basic premises of Soviet society listed above). The newspapers 
actively search out corruption, managerial incompetence, inept government 
and flaws in social organization. They investigate allegations of injustice, 
Inefficiency, bungled planning and highhanded bureaucracy. Pravda and the 
other major papers, in particular, systematically engage in public exposures. 
The press maintains public surveillance over official programmes, checks the 
performance of social institutions and promotes creative solutions to complex 
problems of Soviet society. It encourages citizens to take an active part in 
criticizing everyone who may be abusing public trust, except the persons of 
the top leaders. 18 Complaints, many of them originating from readers, have 
produced criminal prosecutions or disciplinary action against Communist 
Party members. 

Soviet citizens are becoming increasingly active in working with the press. 

It is common for volunteers working with a paper to ‘raid’ a factory or govern¬ 
ment installation and produce a sharp critique for the paper. 19 And Soviet 
newspaper editors are rewarded for representing public opinion and taking a 
critical stance towards inefficiency, bureaucracy and other abuses. That the 
press at least some of the time does its job effectively is attested to by 
attempts by bureaucrats to suppress criticism, attempts which themselves 
have been exposed by the press. 20 

It may be useful to mention some of the specific issues which have 
involved considerable public discussion: Khrushchev’s attempt to proletarian- 
ize higher education from the late 1950s until 1965; the ongoing and sharp 
debates about the greater access of children of the intelligentsia to higher 
education (and the consequences of this for the creation of a privileged 
stratum); the debate over the role of the Communist Party in the military 
which occurred between 1958 and 1962; continuing discussions on the role 
of writers and artists; the question of centralization versus decentralization 
of economic decision making; environmental protection issues (the debate 
over Lake Baikal being the most famous example); discussion over whether 
the birthrate can best be increased by paying mothers a wage for staying at 
home or by improving day care services (prominent in the mid 1970s); and 
discussions over whether enterprise managers should be elected by workers in 
the plants (also a public issue in the mid 1970s). 21 

Public debates over legal reforms have also taken place in universities, legal 
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research institutes Jurists' associations and factories, as well as in the public 
press and journals (e.g. around the reform of Civil Law in 1961). They have 
often produced considerable changes in the original drafts offered for public 
discussion. 22 

The professional intelligentsia, especially economists and jurists, seem to 
exert considerable influence on public decision making through their 
specialized papers, journals, conferences and other institutions. These pro* 
fessionals, through these media, set out various public policy options and 
seek to convince their colleagues and the public through debate at meetings 
and the written word. Especially important channels of influence are the 
Soviet Academy of Sciences and the universities 23 

Various groups of the intelligentsia generally — particularly economists, 
journalists, military officers, managers, scientists, party officials, state 
officials, etc — are active in presenting their interests and opinions to the 
public. Their associations and periodicals play a disproportionate role in 
public debates, and they have a disproportionate influence on both the 
outcome of public debates and the actual decisions reached (by influencing 
both the public and the behind-the-scenes aspects of the decision making 
process). In contrast, the trade unions and the Young Communist League have 
not traditionally played as active and as autonomous a role in public opinion 
formation. However, the trade unions in recent years are coming to play an 
increasingly active role in public debates especially at the regional and factory 
levels. 24 

Another Soviet institution which provides a forum for public discussion 
and criticism is wall newspapers (which the Chinese have adopted and made a 
vital part of their own political life). These papers are issued by shops and 
sections of industrial enterprises, as well as by collectives and state farms, 
educational institutions, etc. Every worker has the right to participate by 
having their ideas and criticisms put up for public scrutiny. There is a right to 
criticize the heads of trade unions, enterprises, etc. through this medium. 25 

The organs of public policy making in the Soviet Union - the mass media, 
the Soviets, public meetings and the Party - seem to be the forums in which 
various interest groups fight it out within the broad assumptions of the 
system. 26 There appear to be systematic differences over major policy 
decisions among various interest groups. One of the principal interests seems 
to be the ‘experts’ (scientists, academics, engineers Jurists, etc.), many of 
whom tend to favour such policies as greater inequality and more decision 
making power for enterprise directors and other professionals, as well as 
favouring purely technical criteria for admission to institutions of higher 
education. On the other hand, the working class organizations, most party 
officials and the Young Communist League have tended to favour such 
contrary policies as greater egalitarianism and limits on the powers and 
prerogatives of enterprise directors and experts, as well as class criteria in 
admission to institutions of higher education. As we will see in a later 
chapter, it was a split along similar lines that engulfed Czechoslovakia in 
1967-68 and precipitated the intervention, for good or ill, of the Soviet army. 
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During the 1960s the intelligentsia and experts who became increasingly 
dominant in the Czech party pushed harder and harder for greater inequality 
vis-a-vis workers. Novotny, leader of the anti-liberal faction, appealed to the 
industrial workers for support against the intelligentsia (indeed several strikes 
in large factories did occur against the Czech reforms). 21 

In summary, there appears to be very widespread involvement both among 
the professional intelligentsia and the working class in the formulation and 
discussion of public issues, as well as in criticisms of state and Party perform* 
unce. But although considerable influence over the course of public policy 
teems to be exercised by the working class, it does appear that greater influ¬ 
ence is exerted by the professional intelligentsia. The Soviet political process 
teems to be considerably biased in favour of the highly trained employees. 


Popular Participation in State Bodies 

Popular institutions include the system of comrades courts which were set up 
In 1959. The judges of these courts are local citizens elected by local mass 
organizations. They deal with minor crime, violations of work discipline and 
niles of behaviour in apartment blocks, neglect of safety regulations, im¬ 
proper behaviour in public places, failure to bring children up properly, 
'parasitism’, ‘hooliganism*, drunkenness, etc. The courts are empowered to 
impose penalties including banishment, transferring people to lower paying 
jobs, reprimands, ordering apologies and imposing fines. There are also com¬ 
mittees elected at general meetings of all residents in apartment blocks which 
regulate, improve living conditions and assign living quarters. 2 * 

The Soviets have People’s Control Commissions whose sole function is to 
inspect enterprises and public institutions and to expose abuses. They were 
icinvigorated in 1962 (although they have a history dating from the revolut¬ 
ion). The commissions are set up and co-ordinated with the local, regional, 
republic and supreme Soviets. They have state authority behind them in their 
Investigations. Their officers are elected for two year terms. 29 In 1963-64 
about 4.3 million people, mostly volunteers, were working on these control 
bodies; in 1975-76, 9.4 million. 30 

People’s police units and a popular militia have been given increasing 
responsibilities since the 1950s. Around 1970 the popular militia had six 
million volunteers. In 1964-65 there were 5.5 million people’s auxiliary 
|H)licemen; in 1975-76, 7.0 million. 31 

As for legislative bodies, although the intelligentsia are considerably over¬ 
represented, workers and peasants are increasingly involved in them. Workers 
increased their share of all local Soviet deputies from 10.6 per cent in 1954- 
^5 to 39.3 per cent in 1972-73 and their share of Supreme Soviet positions 
from 14 to 42 per cent. 32 

There appears to be a clear increase in popular participation in the Soviet 
Union. The levels of public debate and participation (and the nature of the 
wicialist ideology which is hegemonic) indicate that public opinion and 
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participation play a major role in policy decisions. 33 It seems to be the case, 
however, that the considerably greater participation of the professional intelli¬ 
gentsia in Soviet institutions gives them disproportionate political influence 
compared to the manual working class. 

There seems to be virtual consensus among Western sovietologists - most 
of whom are of course, neither Marxists nor sympathizers of the Soviet 
regime - that there is widespread support for the Soviet system among the 
people as a whole and the working people in particular. Even harsh domestic 
critics of the system bemoan the fact of the unpopularity of their own ideas 
among working people. 34 Although workers’ opposition has periodically 
made itself felt on specific economic issues, there is no evidence of widespread 
working class support for oppositional tendencies. For example, an analysis of 
names on petitions calling for liberal reforms found that only 6 per cent of the 
names were those of workers. 35 While the apparently high level of support 
for the Soviet system amongst the working class is not proof that they rule 
(after all, a high percentage of U.S. working people support capitalism), it is 
certainly compatible with the position that they are the ruling class. Converse¬ 
ly, if there had been significant evidence (which there is not) that most 
workers were disenchanted with the Soviet system, this would constitute 
strong evidence that they don’t rule. 


The Communist Party 

The most important institution in Soviet society is the Communist Party. Its 
influence and guiding role are all pervasive. An examination of the social 
composition of its rank and file and its leadership, as well as of its processes 
of decision making, can therefore be expected to give us a good idea of the 
power of various social groups in both the party apparatus itself and society 
as a whole. 

Social Composition 

In 1976,41.6 per cent of the membership of the Communist Party were 
manual workers (including workers on state farms), 13.9 per cent were peasants 
on collective farms and 44.5 per cent were white collar workers and intelli¬ 
gentsia. In comparison with the occupational structure of the Soviet Union in 
1973, these figures reflected an under-representation of manual workers by 
a factor of 0.69 and an over-representation of white collar persons and the 
intelligentsia by 1.71. 36 Trends in the social composition of the Party over 
time are reported in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1 reflects the fact that during the 1930s and 1940s white collar 
workers and intelligentsia were heavily favoured in the Party’s recruitment 
policies. By the mid 1950s they were actually the majority of party members 
while manual workers represented less than one-third of the total membership. 
Since the mid 1950s, however, there has been a steady tendency for the 
proportion of white collar workers and intelligentsia to decrease and that of 
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miinual workers to increase. Through the early 1960s manual workers were 
nhout 45 per cent of all new recruits to the Party. 37 Since the 23rd Party 
Congress in 1966, well over half of all new recruits have been industrial 
workers and in the major industrial areas the number has been between 60 and 
/() per cent. In the most recent period (1971-76), manual workers have been 
S7,6 per cent of all new party members. 38 ‘Specialists* (i.e. the professional 
intelligentsia), on the other hand, were only 24.2 per cent of recruits in 
1971-72, compared to 27.3 per cent in 1962-70 and 26.4 per cent in 1952-55. 39 
Ilicre is no evidence that manual workers are being pushed into the back¬ 
ground in the C.P.S.U. 

In 1976, enterprise directors and top level state officials were four per 
• cut of all party members, while 10.8 per cent were scientists, teachers, 
nrlists and medical professionals, and 17.8 per cent were agricultural 
specialists, engineers and technicians. 40 The policy is to maintain, if not 
increase, the relative number of specialists being admitted into the Party 
(engineers, technicians, agronomists, doctors, teachers, economists, etc.) and 
U) decrease recruitment from administrative positions. 41 Official Soviet 
literature proudly emphasizes the recruitment of scientists and other 
professionals. 42 

Decision Making Within the Party 

In the 1920s, fundamental and often bitter debate occurred at the plenary 
icssions of the Party Congresses. From the 1930s to 1950s the plenary 
sessions came instead to serve the function of expressing the solidarity and 
unity of the Party and boosting the Party’s and country’s morale. Votes 
became unanimous and debates perfunctory. The real debates and decision 
making occurred in committees, the Politburo, the press and through the 
other institutions already outlined. Recent evidence indicates that the Party 
Congress is once again a genuinely deliberative body where real decisions are 
made. 

The principal decision making organs of the Party are its Politburo (with 
about 15 full members, it normally seems to be the more important organ) 
and the Central Committee which elects the Politburo. But the Central 
Committee seems to be becoming an increasingly central decision making 
body. A telling event which demonstrated the power of the Central Committee 
wus the attempted removal of Khrushchev in 1957. After a majority of the 
Politburo voted to dismiss him as secretaiy of the Party, he refused to resign, 
taking his case instead to the Central Committee which upheld him? 3 

Since the 1950s there has been renewed emphasis on democratization and 
wider participation in the Party, and more frequent meetings of Party bodies, 
*ome of which had fallen into disuse (e.g. there were no Party Congresses 
l>ciween 1939 and 1952). Rank and file initiative has been increasingly 
simulated and broader participation encouraged. 44 There is considerable 
evidence that inner party democracy exists and that it includes wide ranging 
criticism and self-criticism. This fills the party press and is expressed at party 
meetings and public gatherings. 45 The percentage of delegates to Party 
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Table 5.1 

The Class Composition of C.P.S.U. Membership: 1924-1976 

Percentage of All Members and Candidates 



1924 

1930 

1932 

1956 

1961 

1966 

1971 

707a 

Manual workers 

44.0% 

65 3% 

65.2% 

32.0% 

34.5% 

37.8% 

40.1% 

41 M 

Peasants 

28.8 

20.2 

26.9 

17.1 

17.5 

16.2 

15.1 

13 V 

White-collar workers 








and others 

27.2 

14.5 

7.9 

50.9 

48.0 

46.0 

44.8 

445 


Source: T.H. Rigby, Communist Party Membership in the USSR, p327 and 
The Current Digest of the Soviet Press, 29 September 1976, p.3. 


Congresses who are workers and peasants has increased significantly. At the 
1952 Party Congress these groups represented only 15 per cent of all 
delegates, but in 1959 they comprised 31 per cent. 46 On the other hand, it 
must be pointed out that in 1966 higher level party and government officials 
(i.e. full-time members of the party or state apparatus), who represented only 
2.1 per cent of all party members, were 40 per cent of all delegates to the 
23rd Party Congress, and 81 per cent of all those elected to the Central 
Committee. 47 

New rules passed in the 1960s stipulate that party officials must rotate in 
office. At the Central Committee and Politburo level, one-fourth of the 
membership must turn over at each Party Congress (held every four years); 
at the lowest levels one-half must turn over at each election; and at inter¬ 
mediate levels one-third. Further, members of executive Party bodies cannot 
be elected more than three times. There can, however, be exceptions to these 
rules for those who receive more than three-quarters of the vote. 46 In practice, 
however, from 1966 to 1971 there was no turnover among the full members 
of the Politburo, although there was a 24 per cent turnover in the Central 
Committee, a 21 per cent turnover of Republic first secretaries and a 43 per 
cent turnover of Obkom first secretaries. 

Party rules also guarantee the formal right of any member to criticize any 
Party leaders. 50 The draft of the Party Programme on political, economic and 
cultural issues is put up for nation-wide preliminary discussion before it is 
revised and adopted by the Party. The Party units in institutions also mix all 
strata of the population. For example, in institutions of higher education, 
Party committees include full professors, administrators, junior instructors, 
graduate students and undergraduate students. This has a definite demo¬ 
cratizing influence on the Party. 51 

The Party, to guide Soviet society, relies heavily on its moral prestige, on 
setting an example, inspiring people and persuasion. Party members have no 
special privileges except undoubtedly an enhanced chance of promotion. 

They carry a considerable extra burden in being expected to set standards of 
exemplary conduct, volunteer for public service activities and otherwise 
behave like the *new Soviet man’. Even the harshest Western academic 
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critics of the Soviet Union almost all agree that the Party does command the 
popular support necessary for the system to function effectively. 

In summary, there is substantial evidence that a considerable degree of 
Internal party democracy exists, that the Party has considerable support in the 
working class, and that the two-thirds of its members who are ordinary 
working people play an active and influential role in party affairs. Nevertheless, 
it is almost certainly the case that the one-third of the Party who are profess¬ 
ionals — teachers, engineers, technicians, managers, officials, scientists, 
economists, agronomists, etc. — do exert influence greatly out of proportion 
to their numbers, thus in considerable degree reducing the influence that the 
manual classes can exert on Soviet society through the Party. 


Social Background of the Leaders 

Another very important mechanism of popular control can be the immersion 
of the power elite in the producing classes, especially the manual working 
class. To the extent they are recruited from this class, maintain close contacts 
with it and are socially, culturally and ideologically integrated with the 
working people, they must be heavily influenced by them. Common origins, in 
u society in which there is no property owning class to attract them, and thus 
separate working people from their origins, are a strong force bringing the 
leaders to think and act like the common people from which they come. 

C ommon life style, participation in physical labour, shared friendship patterns, 
dose immersion in popular activities, and exposure to the same ideas are 
Important forces which can make the decisions of the power elite those of the 
l>cople. 

The Central Committee of the C.P.S.U. 

Of all 360 (full and candidate) Central Committee members in 1966,42 per 
cent were engaged in full-time party work, 28 per cent were in the government 
apparatus, 14 per cent were in the military or police, and 4 per cent (15 
members) were full-time workers. However, most of the 360 had working class 
or peasant backgrounds. Twenty-seven per cent were children of manual 
workers, 35 per cent children of peasants, 12 per cent children of non-manual 
workers and for 26 per cent no information could be found. It would appear 
ihcn that at least two-thirds of Central Committee members and probably 
more (considering that many low level white collar jobs are counted as non- 
munual and many of those for whom no information was available are prob¬ 
ably from poorer backgrounds) are from the lower strata. 53 Comparing 
Central Committee members between 1917 and 1951 with those in the period 
1966 to 1971 shows that very little has changed. 54 The overwhelming majority 
continue to come from humble origins. 

One further point. In 1956, only six per cent of the Central Committee also 
Itcld jobs as industrial officials and only 20 per cent were ever industrial 
munagers. ss Thus industrial management is not the route to top positions in 
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The Politburo of the CP.S.U. 

Of the 15 full members of the Politburo of the C.P.S.U. in 1971, ten (i.e. 

66 per cent) had at some point in their careers been manual workers (the mean 
average experience of all Politburo members in manual labour was two years). 
On the other hand, the same percentage also had had experience as managers 
(with an average experience of 3.3 years). This represented an increase in both 
categories over the 1951 Politburo where 45 per cent had had experience as 
manual workers and 18 per cent as industrial managers. It should be noted 
however that, while the number with experience as manual workers has 
increased, the average experience as manual workers has declined. The over¬ 
riding tendency would seem to be for Politburo members to more and more 
be career party people. 57 The typical career pattern of 1971 Politburo 
members includes a period as a manual worker in their youth, a diploma 
course in a technical school followed by a managerial job in industry, then a 
position in the party apparatus which includes a period as regional party 
secretary. The Party leaders tend then to be generalists rather than specialists 
and have had a wide range of experience. 

Government Ministers 

There seem to be rather distinct differences in career pattern separa ting 
leading Party officials, industrial directors and economic ministers, and senior 
government officials (other than economic ministers). Most economic 
ministers and top managers, while they are usually Party members, do not have 
experience at full-time Party posts. 58 Heads of economic ministries tend to 
have had careers in industry. Likewise very few Party officials transfer to 
government jobs. From 1950 to 1970 a total of only five government ministers 
switched between Party and government jobs. 59 One study showed that 
only two per cent of Party officials are ever transferred to Union level govern¬ 
ment jobs and only 15 per cent to Republic government level jobs. 60 Recruit¬ 
ment to both top managerial and governmental positions appears to be deter¬ 
mined by education, qualifications, performance and politics; and promotion 
seems to be on the basis of merit and politics. 61 

Perhaps more importantly, and as was seen in the previous chapter, of the 
47 government ministers of the U.S.S.R. in 1966 40 per cent of those for 
whom information was available had manual working class parents, 27 per 
cent were of peasant origin, 15 per cent had parents who were in lower level 
white collar positions and 18 per cent grew up as children of the intelligentsia 61 

Enterprise Directors 

A study in Kazan in 1967 showed that 75 3 per cent of the executives of 
economic enterprises and state organizations came from manual and peasant 
backgrounds and that only 8.6 per cent of their parents had higher education. 61 
The clear majority of managerial personnel thus are not children of the intelli¬ 
gentsia, although the latter do have a better chance of becoming managers than 
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do the children of manual workers or peasants. 64 Industrial managers seem 
generally to come from much the same types of background as do Party 
officials, i.e. they tend to have parents who were peasants, manual workers and 
unskilled employees. 65 

In 1967 about 68 per cent of directors had a higher education, mostly at 
engineering institutes. 66 The career pattern of enterprise directors starts on the 
shop floor as an assistant foreman and involves a series of promotions through 
production jobs. 67 Both because of their engineering training and their direct 
production experience throughout their careers, Soviet managers are consider¬ 
ably more familiar with production processes than are Western capitalist 
directors. 

There is considerable managerial turnover, with transfers decided on by 
the ministries to which an enterprise is responsible. Thus any tendency to 
develop proprietary attitudes towards (let alone proprietary rights in) a given 
enterprise is undermined. Managerial security of tenure has, however, 
increased a lot since 1940. 68 Recruitment and promotion depend on quali¬ 
fications, performance and political loyalty to the principles of Marxism- 
leninism as interpreted by the C.P.S.U. Top enterprise directors must norm¬ 
ally be trusted Party members who are active politically and accept the leader- 
uliip of the Party. 69 There is no evidence that managers pass on their preroga- 
lives to their relatives. 

Training in Marxist principles plays an important part in the education of 
managers. 70 In-depth interviews have shown that managers take seriously 
their belief in industrialization, patriotism and service to their fellow human 
beings. 71 They seem to be motivated by a combination of material and 
moral incentives which include genuine dedication to socialist principles. 

After the death of Stalin in 1953, one of the leading contenders for the top 
leadership position, Malenkov, tended to articulate the interests of Soviet 
managers and in turn received their support. Khrushchev, however, who was 
(he representative of the Party apparatus and an articulator of proletarian 
ihctoric, decisively defeated Malenkov. 72 During the period that followed 
(1957 to 1965), the managerial stratum was clearly subordinated to the Party 
which made it very clear that the managers were in a subordinate position. 73 
While the position of managers improved somewhat after 1965, they remain 
dearly subordinate to the Communist Party which closely directs their 
activities. 74 Although the managerial stratum consistently pushes for greater 
autonomy in the running of their enterprises, they show very little interest in 
or ability to assume leadership of Soviet society as a whole. 75 On the 
contrary, if only because of the effectiveness of training and promotion 
policies, and because of their close supervision by the Communist Party, they 
*ecm to accept the political leadership of the Party. 

Inheritance of Top Positions 

Ihere is no tendency for there to be any inheritance of government, party or 
managerial positions. I have never come across any evidence that there is a 
tendency to pass on higher government. Party, or enterprise office to one’s 
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relatives. (Of course there is a passing on of enhanced probabilities of making 
it into the intelligentsia as a whole). Neither Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev, 
Brezhnev, Kosygin or any other top officials have ever, as far as 1 could 
determine, successfully passed on top governmental, managerial or party 
prerogatives to their children or other relatives (even Khrushchev’s attempt to 
put his son-in-law in a leading position proved short-lived). This fact makes the 
Soviet Union very different from Western capitalist, or feudal and slave 
societies where those who control property are virtually certain to pass on 
their positions to their children. 

In summary, there appears to be no tendency for the power elite of Party, 
government and economic enterprise officials to be self-perpetuating across the 
generations. In each generation the majority of incumbents starts life in 
humble positions. Further, there is no significant exchange of positions 
between the top managerial and the top governmental and party personnel. 

In both these respects, the Soviet Union differs fundamentally from Western 
capitalist countries. The data presented in this section is fully compatible 
with the thesis that the productive classes exercise control over the state. 

Party and enterprises through providing the majority of incumbents of the 
leading positions in all three sectors. 


Structural Determinants of State Policies 

Socialist, like capitalist, societies have a structural logic operating indepen¬ 
dently of the will of their power elite. The capitalist state is forced to behave 
in certain ways regardless of the ideology of top political office-holders because 
of the structural necessity to guarantee profits, ensure ongoing capital accumu' 
lation, and in general to maintain business confidence. The decisions reached ami 
the probabilities of their successful implementation are in a large measure a pro 
duct of the laws of capitalism, in the sense that an economic collapse would result 
if the leaders of the state followed anything other than one of a very limited set «♦) 
options which are viable within the capitalist logic. Parallel factors operate in 
a socialist society still surrounded by a capitalist world. A rather limited set 
of options are imposed on its power elite by the necessity to develop industr¬ 
ially in order to feed the people, to satisfy the aspirations of the people for a 
comfortable living standard, and to defend the society. Since they are 
dictated by the structure of the situation, decisions made by a socialist power 
elite, or directly by the people as a whole, would to a large extent be the same 
Barrington Moore and Herbert Marcuse argue that, independently of the 
direct mechanisms that exist for popular control over the Soviet state, the 
power elite’s decisions must conform to the ideology which gives the system 
and their positions legitimacy. 76 This argument appears valid. In order to 
maintain the legitimacy of the system, the power elite must operate within 
the framework of Marxist-Leninist values, or face massive popular resistance 
(passive perhaps at first, but eventually active). The system requires massive 
active participation to function, and this cannot be compelled, although of 
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i nurse it can to a considerable degree be directed. Attempts to use terror or 
intimidation, or even purely economic incentives, to produce the enthusiastic 
participation that the system requires - being, as it is, a complex industrial 
society not dependent on markets and inheritance — would result in demoral- 
i/ation, resistance and social disintegration (as has happened in right-wing 
dictatorial regimes such as Portugal, Greece, Iran, etc.). It is a necessity to 
preserve the legitimacy of a system which has Marxism-Leninism as its guiding 
Ideology. For this ideology is far more specific in its analysis and goals than 
Western liberal capitalist ideology. This necessity not only sets limits on the 
freedom of action of the power elite, but also forces it to take concrete 
measures towards egalitarianism and decentralization of decision making. 
Murxist-Leninist ideology requires movement towards the withering away of 
the state and the reduction of class distinctions. Only the extreme emergency 
nl the 1930s and 1940s, when the imminent danger of foreign invasion and 
domestic subversion was most real, could justify, in the popular mind, move¬ 
ment in the opposite direction. But, once conditions settled down, and the 
threat of foreign intervention had subsided, and the basic industrialization of 
the country had been completed, anything other than a reversal of the course 
followed in the 1930s and 1940s would have produced a widening gulf 
between the Marxist-Leninist ideology, which was used to justify the position 
und decisions of the power elite, and the reality of life among the producing 
masses. Therefore, in order both to preserve their position (i.e. to avoid a 
legitimation crisis) and to realize their own self-conceptions (since it appears 
that the power elite for the most part takes Marxism-Leninism seriously 
und believes in its mission to strive towards communism), the power elite is 
required to take concrete steps towards communist transformation, i.e. It has 
to decrease wage differentials, increase popular involvement in decision making, 
wise social mobility and devolve state functions to mass organizations. 


Summary and Conclusion 

(here appears to be a high level of political participation in the Soviet Union, 
holh through formal governmental channels and through the process of public 
opinion formation in the mass media. Public debate on a wide range of topics 
It teal and growing in depth and significance. Support for the regime is 
especially high amongst the working class. Manual workers are playing a 
greater and greater role in the self-management of enterprises. The Commun- 
Iti Party is becoming increasingly proletarian and democratic. Most leading 
officials and managers come from the ordinary working people. The pressures 
lo maintain legitimacy push the power elite to take egalitarian and demo- 
rrutic measures. In sum, there appear to be numerous mechanisms by which 
inti control is exerted by the producing classes over the power elite. The only 
important qualification to this statement is that the centre of gravity of 
power within the producing classes lies with the skilled workers and the 
technical and professional intelligentsia who seem to play a disproportionate 
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role in public debates, the Communist Party, the government apparatus and 
the decision making processes in economic enterprises. While democratic life 
in the Soviet Union seems to be real, it is not dominated by the peasantry, 
and unskilled and semi-skilled workers; but rather by the upper levels of the 
working class and professionals and experts of various kinds. 

While it is clear that major steps have been taken towards democratization 
since the mid 1950s (and that the Chinese thesis of the coming to power of a 
group of ‘state capitalists' is not valid), it is not clear that such measures will 
continue in a linear fashion until there is full equality among occupational 
strata, and all state functions devolve to mass organizations and all people are 
active politically. It may well be that a considerable residue of privilege will 
be maintained by the power elite who will insist on maintaining the means to 
keep the initiative. Only the future can reveal the course that will be followed. 
But the high and growing level of popular involvement in Soviet institutions, 
the fact that Marxism-Leninism is taken very seriously by wide segments of 
the population and that clear steps are being taken in the direction of greater 
economic equality and political democratization (which of course creates 
rising expectations of further measures), and the growing economic prosperity 
of the country vis-a-vis its own past as well as vis-a-vis the Western capitalist 
countries (which reduces the credibility of appeals for sacrifice), are all impor¬ 
tant forces leading the working class to push effectively for still more equality 
and decentralization of decision making. 

The formal institutions of the Soviets, and their auxiliary commissions and 
control bodies, the Communist Party with its increasing membership of 
workers and apparently growing internal decentralization of initiative, and the 
increasingly significant system of public debate and criticism, all appear to be 
becoming more and more central in the process of decision making. Given this 
mass participation, devolution of decision making and the increasing 
egalitarianism, there would seem to be a definite momentum which should 
increasingly reinforce these tendencies. It is possible that at some point the 
power elite and the professional intelligentsia will attempt to reverse the 
egalitarian trend (as they were able to do temporarily in Czechoslovakia in 
the mid 1960s). They may at least put the brake on further egalitarian and 
democratic measures (as they did in China in the periods before the Great 
Leap Forward, before the Cultural Revolution, and perhaps again since the 
death of Mao Tse-tung). But in such a case it is likely that something like a 
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution could occur in the Soviet Union, since 
it seems unlikely that the working class would passively accept a recentraliz¬ 
ation of decision making and a movement towards greater inequality, without 
a struggle. 
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this argument. Moore’s, Marcuse’s and my own argument on the role 
of legitimization parallel the argument developed by Nicos Poulantzas 
in his Political Power and Social Classes, (New York: Humanities, 1975); 
and the Kapitalistate Collective . see 'Recent Developments in Marxist 
Theories of the Capitalist State', David Gold, Clarence Y. H. Lo, Erik 
Olin Wright, Monthly Review, 27:5 & 6, October-November, 1975. 

These latter authors argue that the state in capitalist society has a 
'relative autonomy' from direct capitalist class control in order to 
guarantee its legitimacy in the eyes of the masses. Likewise, it can be 
maintained that the Soviet state has a 'relative autonomy* from being 
controlled by the Soviet 'power elite* or intelligentsia for the same reason. 



6. Soviet Foreign Relations: 
The Logic of Trade and the 
Uses of the Military 


Ihe Chinese and their supporters around the world accuse the Soviet Union 
of being a ‘social imperialist superpower’. By this they mean that there is no 
essential difference between either the causes or the effects of the Soviet 
Union’s international economic, political and military relations and those of 
(he leading capitalist countries of the West (especially the U.S.). The Chinese 
since 1967 have been arguing that the Soviet Union is essentially a monopoly 
capitalist economy (‘of the Nazi type’), and thus that all the basic laws of 
monopoly capitalism, including the logic of imperialism as outlined by Lenin 
m his book Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, operate. 1 In this 
chapter we will begin to examine the validity of this aspect of the Chinese 
claim. 


Definitions 

By imperialism is meant the political domination of one nation by the ruling 
group in another in order to exploit economically the dominated nation. 
Imperialism then has two basic components: (1) economic exploitation 
through trade, investments, plunder, migration, etc; and (2) political domin¬ 
ation by military occupation or threat thereof, support of local ruling groups, 
cultural hegemony, etc. Imperialism can be associated with any type of social 
formation - class society or non-class society, capitalist or pre-capitalist. 

In some Marxist circles the term ‘imperialism’ is used in a different sense. 
Inspired by the title of Lenin’s book Imperialism: The Highest Stage of 
Capitalism, ‘imperialism’ is referred to synonymously with ‘advanced capital¬ 
ism’, ‘state monopoly capitalism’ or ‘late capitalism’. Such usage of the term 
Is based on a misreading of Lenin who gave his book the title he did in order 
to underline the valid point that advanced capitalism necessarily generates 
imperialism (l.e. that imperialism is an organic outgrowth of advanced 
capitalism and not a policy). In Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism 
Ijenin talks about ‘capitalistic imperialism’. He does not use the term as many 
of his followers today do as synonymous with ‘late capitalism’. For example 
he argues: ‘Colonial policy and imperialism existed before the latest stage of 
capitalism and even before capitalism. Rome, founded on slavery,pursued a 
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colonial policy and achieved imperialism* ( Imperialism: Chapter 4, Paragraph 
13). In this book the term ‘imperialism* is used the way Lenin used it. 

In the Marxist-Leninist tradition the use of the adjective ‘social* before a 
noun indicates that, although a socialist ideology is being used to justify a 
course of action, the objective results of that action are the same as achieved 
by the unqualified noun, e.g. the communist parties of the world referred to 
the Social Democrats as ‘social fascists* from 1928 to 1935. Thus the Chinese 
use of ‘social imperialism* means that, although the Soviet Union justifies its 
international relations with a Marxist ideology, objectively it behaves just like 
the U.S.A. (and for the same reasons). The Chinese, following Lenin*s analysis, 
claim that both the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. (like all monopoly capitalist 
economies) are driven to imperialism by the need to export capital and to 
secure raw materials. 

Gass societies are imperialistic because of their inherent economic logic. 

If a socialist society were imperialist, however, it would be so because of the 
policies followed by its leading forces, not because of any inherent logic. 

Thus a socialist society is less likely to be imperialist than a class society. 
However, a socialist imperialism cannot be ruled out a priori 

According to Lenin, capitalism in its monopoly stage is necessarily imper¬ 
ialistic because of the impossibility of the masses being able to purchase the 
rapidly growing output of industry and the consequently limited chance for 
profitable investment opportunities. The only real possibility for profits to be 
successfully reinvested therefore lies in the less developed countries where non- 
monopolized markets continue to exist, wages are low and the rate of profit 
is higher. Colonialism and neo-colonialism are then required in order to protect 
these investments in the poorer countries, and to guarantee against intrusion 
by other imperialist powers. The motive force behind imperialism is thus the 
endemic tendency to underconsumption inherent in monopoly capitalism 
(Lenin, Imperialism, Chapter 4). 

Some Marxists argue that the motive force behind imperialism is the 
tendency for the rate of profit to decline in the advanced capitalist countries 
due to the rising organic composition of capital. In this argument capital 
would flow to the low organic composition areas of the world that were still 
unindustrialized and where wages were low. Colonialism and neo-colonialism 
would be required for the same reasons as in the underconsumption argument. 

Neither logic of imperialism is a part of the Soviet economic system. We 
have already seen in Chapter Three that there is no tendency for the rate of 
profit to decline in the Soviet economy. We have also seen that, far from 
stagnation, the Soviet economy suffers from endemic shortages of labour and 
producer goods (the opposite of market economies that have a surplus of both 
workers and productive plant). Thus, far from having a capital surplus which 
seeks investment overseas, the Soviet economy has a shortage. Because it is 
guided by a plan, resources are allocated by rational and planned criteria, i.e. 
wages are set at a level to clear the market for consumer goods thereby 
ensuring that all of them are bought (i.e. making sure there is no tendency for 
underconsumption of consumer goods). Likewise, capital goods are allocated 
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in such a manner that they are all used. (In fact there is always a demand for 
capital goods greater than the supply.) Further, there is no tendency for the 
rate of investment to slow down because of inadequate profit opportunities. 

In fact, the Soviets maintain a very high rate of capital investment which con¬ 
sistently averages twice that of the U.S. Thus there is no inherent economic 
logic requiring overseas investment in order to counteract either a tendency for 
profits to decline, or underconsumption. 3 

It should also be noted that the Soviet Union has the richest and most 
complete assortment of raw materials of any country in the world and so has 
no inherent requirement for dominating other areas for the sake of providing 
itself with secure and cheap raw materials. 

Since there is no inherent imperialist logic within the Soviet economy, the 
Soviet Union could only be ‘social imperialist* as a matter of policy. Because its 
economy really does operate according to an economic plan rather than by the 
impersonal logic of market forces, whether its foreign relations are aggressive 
and expansionist is a matter of choice (i.e. they are policies), not a matter of 
structural compulsion as they would be if Lenin’s argument applied. Although 
the Soviet system is not necessarily imperialist, it could nevertheless still be 
imperialistic. That is, Soviet foreign relations could: (1) politically dominate 
other nations (in the process subordinating working-class and progressive 
forces and securing military advantages for the Soviets); and (2) secure special 
economic gains through market manipulation,control of raw materials and 
control over local production. To prove that the Soviet Union is social imperia¬ 
list, both elements must be demonstrated. If political domination only, but not 
economic exploitation, is demonstrated, then all that is shown is that the 
U.S.S.R. is hegemonic. 

The question of whether the Soviet Union can be regarded as a social 
imperialist superpower or is hegemonic is examined throughout the next four 
chapters: this chapter on trade and the military. Chapter Seven on Soviet 
relations with Eastern Europe, Chapter Eight on Soviet relations with the non¬ 
socialist countries of the Third World and Chapter Nine on Soviet relations with 
China and Cuba. 

In this Chapter 1 will examine the nature of Soviet foreign trade — its link¬ 
ages with its domestic economy, the dynamic of the balance of trade, the 
composition of imports and exports, and the terms of trade. Parallels and 
differences with the trading patterns and structures of Western capitalist 
countries will be focused on. This chapter will also examine the nature of the 
Soviet military and the principles behind both its composition and deployment. 
Again, the focus will be on similarities and differences with the armed forces of 
the advanced capitalist countries of the West. Here we will thus be concerned 
with basic processes which could be the dynamic, as well as a manifestation, of 
Soviet social imperialism in general. The subsequent chapters will focus on 
specific relations with three different categories of countries: the more or less 
industrial socialist states of Eastern Europe, the poorer non-socialist countries 
of the Third World and the socialist Third World countries (China and Cuba). 
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Soviet Foreign Trade 

All foreign trade of the Soviet Union is carried on by state trading corpor¬ 
ations (in the late 1960s there were about 30 of them), each specializing in a 
different type of commodity over which it has a monopoly. These corpor¬ 
ations have the exclusive right to buy locally produced goods for export and 
to purchase foreign goods for import. The Ministry of Foreign Trade maintains 
tight control over them through detailed plans which specify how the trading 
corporations shall operate re volume, assortment, prices and transport of 
commodities. 3 

Profitability plays no role in the behaviour of the trading corporations. 

They purchase Soviet goods at the prevailing domestic prices and sell them 
overseas at the prevailing world market price. The difference between the 
domestic and external prices goes to the general foreign exchange reserves of the 
Soviet state. The Soviet domestic industrial enterprises have neither knowledge 
of nor interest in the price or disposition of export goods. As for imports 
from abroad, the state trading corporations purchase these at world market 
prices utilizing funds from the general Soviet state reserves. They then sell the 
imported commodities to the domestic consuming enterprise at the prevailing 
internal price. If the latter is less than the world market price, the enter¬ 
prise is thus subsidized by the state; if more, the enterprise subsidizes the 
general state treasury. Since the Soviet productive enterprises have no economic 
involvement in foreign trade (although of course they are affected by imports 
of technology), fluctuations in world prices have no impact on their output 
plans, which are determined by the requirements of the overall economic plan. 
Generally the Soviets tend to buy and sell in the international market well 
below their domestic prices. This implies a subsidy for export oriented 
industries and a tax on import oriented industries. 4 

The Soviet economy is isolated from world market (i.e. capitalist) forces 
by the system of trade planning and centralized prices. Domestic enterprises 
are thereby shielded from fluctuations in world market conditions. The lack 
of correspondence between domestic Soviet prices and world market prices 
more or less requires bilateralism in trade relations, i.e. agreements to trade a 
certain set of commodities for a certain other set of commodities because 
there is no common scale of value that might serve to measure trade volume. 
This problem is especially acute in trade relations among socialist countries, 
none of whose domestic prices are governed by the law of value. Socialist 
countries thus tend to exchange goods among themselves at the world market 
price since deviations from the world market price are regarded by one or 
another party as evidence that they are losing from the trade. If they are not 
being paid as much as they could get in the West for their exports or if they 
could get more in imports for less outlay in the West, they feel exploited. 

The Comecon countries of Eastern Europe make, however, certain negotiated 
adjustments in world prices to try and rid them of erratic fluctuations, mono¬ 
polistic elements and the effect of transport costs. But once a set of prices is 
negotiated among the Comecon countries, they usually stay in effect for 
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approximately a five year period. 5 

It is interesting to note that in the ten years or so after World War II 
trade relations between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were not 
governed by the above principles. Trade was instead determined by a combin¬ 
ation of the labour theory of value and the explicit demand that the former 
Axis countries should subsidize the reconstruction of the Soviet Union. Raw 
materials produced in Eastern Europe, Polish coal being the most notorious 
case, were paid for by the Soviet Union on the basis of the labour time it took 
to produce them, with no regard for what the world price happened to be or 
the need to take into account the depletion of scarce resources. The resent¬ 
ment produced by the application of the labour theory of value to the terms 
of international trade between socialist countries (because of the considerable 
divergence of prices from those on the world market) resulted, in the mid- 
1950s, in the scrapping of this basis for establishing the terms of trade, and 
its replacement by a system which caused much less resentment. 

The state plan for foreign trade, in terms of which the state trading corp¬ 
orations operate, is geared to material balances (i.e. a given quantity of trade 
by volume) and especially to ensuring appropriate imports. 6 The plan starts 
with an estimate of how much of which kinds of goods are needed over and 
above what will be produced domestically. The planners then figure out the 
quantity of exports that will be necessary to pay for the required imports at 
prevailing world prices. They then examine domestic production to locate 
those commodities that are either likely to be produced in excess of domestic 
requirements or can easily be expanded to provide goods for export. Because 
the Soviet trade plan is geared to securing a set level of imports and to 
exporting only enough to ensure these imports, the resultant East-West trade 
level is relatively insensitive to world prices. 7 

The Soviet Union is the most self-sufficient industrial economy in the 
world. Total imports totalled only 4.7 per cent of its net material product in 
1973. The U.S., the only other industrial country which approaches the Soviet 
Union in actual self-sufficiency, had imports constituting 5.4 per cent of its 
gross national product in 1973.* Since the Soviet concept, net material 
product, excludes services, it is considerably smaller than the equivalent 
Western concept of gross national product. The U.S.A.*s dependence on imports 
is therefore about one and a half times greater than the Soviet Union's. The 
Soviet Union's lack of dependence on imports is both because it has the 
richest raw material endowment of any country in the world (see the U.S. 
Department of Interior Minerals Yearbook), and because of its tendency to 
plan for minimizing its dependence on imports so as to isolate itself from 
pressures that can be put on it by capitalist countries. Conscious planning for 
autarchy was especially pronounced from the 1930s through to the mid- 
1950s. During these years trade was engaged in almost exclusively to obtain 
the materials and sophisticated machinery needed for the rapid industrializ¬ 
ation of the country. By 1959 the Soviet Union was in a position to supply 
virtually all the industrial ingredients necessary for its growth without 
engaging in any trade at all. It had an abundance of coal and petroleum and 
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virtually all the minerals necessary for an advanced industrial economy. 

When it did engage in foreign trade, it was because: (a) it could obtain certain 
materials or manufactured goods more cheaply or quickly through trade than 
it could produce them domestically; (b) it wanted to import technologically 
sophisticated equipment from the West to accelerate its economic growth; 

(c) it wanted, for political reasons, to support other socialist or the Third 
World countries; and (d) it needed a buffer for imbalances in the plan or to 
compensate for crop failures (thereby sparing the people emergency belt¬ 
tightening measures and assuring the economy of smoother growth). In general, 
then, the U.S.S.R. engages in trade primarily to organize more efficiently its 
domestic production and consumption and secondarily to lend economic 
support to other countries. It does not engage in trade because its economy 
could not operate successfully without such trade. 9 

All Soviet foreign trade is geared towards imports rather than exports, 
which is pretty much the opposite of capitalist countries’ trade that focuses 
on exports and maintaining an export surplus. The capitalist economies have 
to focus on expanding exports for two reasons. Firstly profits are to be made 
for individual enterprises by securing overseas markets. Secondly, maintaining 
overall economic prosperity and the capital accumulation process require 
finding export markets for the system as a whole, to counter the inherent 
tendency to underconsumption (which is promoted by workers not being 
paid enough to buy back everything that they produce). In contrast, exports 
for a planned economy like that of the Soviet Union are merely a necessary 
evil required in order to secure imports needed for more rapid economic 
growth. This is the opposite of the case of a capitalist economy whose imports 
tend to be the necessary evil generated by the money paid for exports. Here, 
of course, the greater the level of imports, the less the effect of exports in 
alleviating the surplus production problem and therefore the less the effect 
these exports have on promoting the continuation of the capital accumu¬ 
lation process, since the creation of new markets overseas (i.e. new outlets for 
surplus production) are negated by the sales of foreign produced goods 
imported into the capitalist economy (which thus deprives the country’s 
corporations of their previous home markets). 

Because the U.S.S.R.’s overall economy and foreign trade are governed by 
a plan, and because trade prices are not governed by the law of value, the 
Soviet Union prefers simple bilateral trade agreements with other governments 
or chambers of commerce. This is different from the practice of capitalist 
market economies where individual enterprises sell commodities overseas for 
money, money which has been generated through the sale of foreign produced 
commodities in the enterprises’ own countries. In this system there need be 
no relation between the amount of imports and exports between any two 
given market economies since any deficit in one country’s trade with a given 
country can be made up through multilateral trading with other countries. 
Because of the multilateral and unplanned nature of trade among market 
economies, foreign exchange or money markets become key in clearing 
international markets of goods, i.e. If an importer in country A wants to 
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import goods from country B, he will purchase country B’s currency on the 
international money market. The currency of the typical market capitalist 
countries is thus convertible and each currency has a price in terms of others. 

The non-market socialist countries do not have convertible currencies. Their 
currencies cannot generally be bought and sold by Western importers and 
exporters. Those interested in importing Soviet goods must enter into a trade 
agreement stipulating both the imports desired and the exports to be 
exchanged with the appropriate Soviet trading corporations. Inconvertibility 
of currency, the corollary of bilateralism and state planning of trade, facili¬ 
tates the integration of foreign trade into the overall economic plan. 10 

Bilateral trade agreements with countries typically cover two to six year 
periods. These agreements normally specify the total value of trade, the broad 
classes of goods to be traded, the mechanics of payment, methods of transport 
etc. General trade agreements are later filled out in detail with specific con¬ 
tracts stipulating exactly what will be exchanged under exactly what 
conditions of delivery. 11 

In market capitalist countries chronic trade deficits result in inflation, 
unemployment, declining growth rates, falling standards of living and often 
economic chaos because local industries lose out in their competitive struggle 
with foreign enterprises. Market mechanisms aided by the state attempt to 
lower costs (mostly domestic wages) and increase prices of imports (with a 
secondary effect of increasing all prices) in order to stimulate the economy 
and so counter the trade deficit. No such process occurs in non-market 
socialist economies for two reasons: (1) bilateral trade agreements generally 
ensure a relative balance of imports and exports, and (2) the insulation of 
domestic production and markets from the international market by virtue of 
the monopoly over trade of the foreign trading corporations prevents any 
trade deficit that might occur from having a significant effect on domestic 
pricing, wages, etc. (factors which are determined by the central plan). 

If, as the Chinese claim, the system in the Soviet Union is one of mono¬ 
poly capitalism and behaves according to the logic laid out in Lenin's 
Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, we would expect that the 
U.S.S.R. would normally have a favourable balance of trade (a surplus of 
exports over imports), and that this would represent a significant proportion 
of capital formation. Since, according to Lenin's model, profitable domestic 
investment outlets would be blocked, the two major channels for allowing 
capital accumulation to continue would be foreign investment (perhaps in the 
form of foreign aid) and a surplus of exports over imports (more selling than 
buying overseas). In the following chapters Soviet foreign aid, the most likely 
channel for anything like overseas investments, is examined. Here it is shown 
that Soviet exports are unable to provide a significant channel for capita] 
formation. 

The ratio of the Soviet trade surplus to its fixed capital formation in the 
period 1970 to 1974 was only 0.8 per cent, which is slightly lower than in the 
1950 to 1957 period when the average was 1.0 per cent. Clearly there is no 
tendency for the development of the mechanisms suggested by Lenin (the 
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development of monopoly and the increased importance of a trade surplus). 
Moreover if the ratio between total exports and fixed capital formation is 
examined, it is seen to be virtually the same in 1950 to 1957 (16.6 per cent) 
as it was in 1970 to 1974 (16.0 per cent). 12 Clearly, exports could play only 
a tiny role in facilitating the formation of capital in the Soviet Union. No 
support for the thesis that the Soviet Union is run on the basis of capitalist 
imperialism of the type described by Lenin can be found in these statistics. 

The ratio of raw material imports (excluding food) to net material product 
(N.M.P.) decreased considerably from the 1950s to the 1970s. While in the 
1950s this ratio stood at approximately 1.5 per cent, in the 1970s it averaged 
only 0.6 per cent (see Table 6.1).Thus the Soviets have actually reduced their 
proportional reliance on imported raw materials to 40 per cent of what it had 
been 20 years before. If foodstuffs are included with other raw materials, a 
similar although not so sharp trend is seen. During the 1950s total raw 
material imports (including food) were 1.9 per cent of the Soviet net material 
product, while in the 1970*75 period they were 1.5 per cent. This trend of 
decreasing dependence on raw material imports is hardly what would be 
expected from a country which was transforming itself from socialism to 
social imperialism. It should be noted, however, that the ratio of total imports 
to N.M.P. has increased significantly from the 1950s to the 1970s. While in 
the first period it averaged around 3.2 per cent during the second it averaged 
around five per cent. The increasing reliance on imports in general thus makes 
the decreasing role of raw material imports all the more impressive. These 
opposite movements suggest that the Soviets are now engaging in foreign 
trade much more because it is convenient and advantageous to do so, rather 
than because it can obtain the necessary inputs for its economy in no other 
way (as would seem to have been much more the case in earlier periods). 

The single biggest category of Soviet imports (see Table 6.2) is industrial 
equipment and machinery (35.5 per cent of the total in 1966-69). Fuels and 
raw materials (excluding food) are second at 24.8 per cent, followed by 
manufactured consumer goods (18.6 per cent) and foodstuffs (15.2 per cent). 
The trend over time has been a consistent increase in the percentage of 
industrial machinery and equipment in total imports and a reduction in the 
percentage of fuels and other raw materials while foodstuffs have stayed more 
or less constant. Again this would not be the pattern to be expected from a 
typical imperialist country of the advanced capitalist type (which we might 
expect to be importing principally and increasingly raw materials). 

Turning to Soviet exports, over half are fuels and raw materials (51.2 per 
cent of the total in the period 1966 to 1969) and only 21.6 per cent industrial 
equipment and machinery (see Table 6.2). Since the early 1950s the percent¬ 
age of fuels and raw materials in total exports has increased, as has the per¬ 
centage of industrial equipment and machinery (while the share of foodstuffs 
has gone down). Again this pattern of exports differs from the typically 
capitalist imperialist country which tends to export principally manufactured 
goods. 

Soviet trade with the non-socialist, less developed, capitalist countries is 
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Table 6.1 

Soviet Imports in Relation to Net Material Product, 1950-1975 



Raw Material 

Imports as %age 

Total Imports as 


Including 

Food 

ofNMP. 

Excluding 

Food 

%age ofNMP. 

1950-53 

2.0% 

1.6% 

33% 

1954-57 

1.9 

1.4 

3.1 

1958-61 

1.8 

1.3 

3.3 

1962-65 

1.7 

1.1 

3.7 

1966-69 

1.4 

0.9 

3.5 

1970-72 

0.9 

0.4 

43 

1973-75 

2.0 

0.9 

5.8 


Source: Paul Marer, Soviet and East European Foreign Trade, 1946-69, 
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1972), p.44; United Nations, 
Yearbook of National Account Statistics 1976, Vol.ll, Table 2B; United 
Nations, Yearbook of International Trade Statistics, 1975, pp.984,985; and 
United Nations, Statistical Yearbook, 1976, Table 148; and earlier years* 
volumes from the same sources. 


Table 6.2 

Soviet Imports and Exports, 1950-1969 


Industrial Fuels and Raw Foods 

Machinery Materials 


Manufactured 

Consumer 


(ex. foods) Goods 

Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports 
(As %age of (As %age of (As %age of (As %age of 
total) total) total) total) 


1950-53 

23.2% 

15.6% 

48.5% 

39.7% 

16.5% 

20.0% 

6.9% 

2.9% 

1954-57 

27.1 

16.4 

44.4 

49.7 

17.2 

14.1 

8.2 

2.9 

1958-61 

27.9 

19.2 

40.0 

53.3 

13.2 

13.6 

16.7 

3.0 

1962-65 

34.4 

19.4 

30.4 

53.7 

16.4 

10.4 

16.3 

2.5 

1966-69 

35.5 

21.6 

24.8 

51.2 

15.2 

10.4 

18.6 

2.4 


Source: Paul Marer, Soviet and East European Foreign Trade , 1946-1969, 
pp.44, 53. 


109 



Is the Red Flag Flying? 


not characterized by the exploitation of these states. The terms of trade 
between Third World countries and the Soviet Union are generally consider¬ 
ably better (i.e. in favour of the Third World countries) than the terms of 
trade between the advanced capitalist countries and the Third World. In other 
words the Soviets tend to pay more for the exports of Third World countries 
and charge them less for their imports from the U.S.S.R. than do the advanced 
capitalist countries. This is documented in the detailed analyses of Soviet 
trade with India (see Chapter Eight) and Cuba (see Chapter Nine). 

Finally, we should consider how significant is the fact that the socialist 
countries use approximations to world prices as the measure of value in trade 
among themselves. World prices of raw material exports are kept 
artificially low and prices of industrial products artificially high by the 
monopoly power of the transnational corporations and the imperialist policies 
of the advanced capitalist countries over the less developed raw material 
exporters. This means that the net raw material exporters among the socialist 
countries will suffer (be ‘exploited’) in their trade with the net exporters of 
industrial goods. But it is the Soviet Union that is the major supplier of raw 
materials to the East European countries which provide industrial products 
in return. The Soviet Union is a net raw material exporter and a net industrial 
good importer, and as such it suffers the same type of discrimination bome 
by the Third World countries which specialize in raw material exports. And 
it is the Eastern European countries who benefit from this situation. 

It should be stressed that this method of pricing, considered together with 
the composition of trade between Eastern Europe and the U.S.S.R., means that 
the consequences of arguments, such as those of Arghiri Emmanuel, about 
unequal exchange between raw material producers and industrial exporters, 
work in reverse in the case of the Eastern European socialist countries. The 
unequal exchange between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe operates to 
accelerate the growth of the smaller COMECON countries while slowing down 
the growth of the Soviet Union because of the ‘inequitable’ transfer of value 
from the latter to the former. 

In summary, no evidence can be found in the structure, dynamic and 
patterns of Soviet foreign trade that either drive the Soviet Union to, or are 
instances of, social imperialism. The isolation of Soviet enterprises from the 
international capitalist market, the structural scarcity of domestic capital, the 
existence of perpetual excess demand, the logic of the balance of trade which 
is oriented towards importing rather than exporting, the rich natural resource 
endowment of the U.S.S.R. and the terms of trade which favour the Soviet 
Union’s trading partners, all provide strong evidence against the thesis that the 
dynamic of Soviet trade is similar to that of capitalist countries. 


The Soviet Military 

In this section I will look both at Soviet military philosophy and, more 
importantly, at the actual strengths of the Soviet armed forces in order to 
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examine whether they are in fact, as the Chinese as well as pro-NATO forces 
In the West claim, primarily oriented to aggressive and expansionist purposes or. 
ns the Soviets themselves maintain, oriented to the defence of the Soviet 
Union. 13 

The Soviet analysis is that Western capitalism in general and U.S. capit¬ 
alism in particular is inherently imperialist by nature and has consistently 
looked for in the past, and will continue to do so in the future, ways to under¬ 
mine, and if possible destroy, the Soviet system as well as all socialist and 
progressive movements around the world. The official Soviet position is that 
only total disarmament, or at least the absolute prohibition and elimination 
of all nuclear weapons, will bring real security to the U.S.S.R. and the other 
locialist countries. But, in the absence of such disarmament, the greatest 
security for the Soviet Union lies in its not only having the nuclear capacity 
lo deter an atomic attack from the U.S., but also to wage any nuclear war the 
U.S. initiates. The Soviets consider it quite possible that a U.S., faced with the 
decline of its international military and economic position, might act in an 
Irrational and foolhardy way and attack the Soviet Union; or, alternatively, 
that a local conflict might escalate into a nuclear war that neither side 
unticipated or really wanted (e.g. another Cuban missile crisis or an Israeli- 
Arab conflict into which the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. could be drawn). 

The Soviets view their military capacity, and their nuclear arsenal in 
particular, as the means by which the U.S. is constrained from attempting to 
roll back the advance of socialism around the world and is forced to respect 
the Soviet Union. In 1973 Brezhnev said: 

Together with our allies in the defensive Warsaw Pact we had to create a 
defensive strength that would make the leaders of the bourgeois states 
understand that we cannot be spoken to in the language of threats; that 
one must talk with us on equal terms, so to speak, in the language of 
reason, realism and mutual advantage. 14 

An authoritative article published by a member of the Central Committee of 
the C.P.S.U. in 1972 argued: 

The increased might of the U.S.S.R. and of the socialist community and 
the intensified anti-imperialist struggle have become prime factors for 
averting another world war and compelling imperialist states to display 
certain caution and restraint in international affairs and give most serious 
considerations to Soviet positions on international questions. 15 


In the Soviet view only superior military force can effectively compel the 
Imperialist countries to restrain their aggression. Soviet Major General Ye. 
Sullmov argues: 

The reactionary circles of imperialism can only be forced into peaceful 
coexistence by making them renounce violent, armed methods of struggle. 
No considerations of morals, religion or international law and no 
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consideration based on reason can halt the aggressive desires of the react¬ 
ionary imperialist circles and the military-industrial complex if they sense 
their impunity and their superiority in strength. 16 

Brezhnev argued in Havana in January 1974 that ‘Finally the capitalist world 
had to face the truth. It had to recognize the impossibility of solving militarily 
the historical differences between capitalism and socialism. ,17 

In addition to preserving world peace and preventing either an attack on 
the Soviet Union or the other Socialist countries, the Soviet Union sees the 
fact of its military strength as a means to aid the national liberation and 
socialist movements around the world. General A. Yepishev, the head of the 
Main Political Administration of the Soviet Army and Navy, has argued that 
the nuclear-based strength of the Soviet Union is a ‘mighty factor for preserv¬ 
ing peace and security of the peoples, a factor which objectively promotes the 
development of world revolutionary forces’. The Soviet nuclear arsenal is 
looked on by the Soviets as providing a shield for revolutionary forces around 
the world which puts limits on imperialist counter-revolution. 18 

The Soviet conception of the role of their military has in recent years 
expanded beyond the traditional one of merely defending the Soviet Union, 
to encompass the prevention of imperialist attempts to export counter¬ 
revolution, i.e. deterrence of Western imperialist policies and activities that 
stand in the way of national liberation movements. General Yepishev, writing 
in 1972, argued: 

The army of the Soviet socialist state represents part of the international 
revolutionary-liberation forces . .. Today the defence of the socialist 
fatherland is closely tied to giving comprehensive assistance to national 
liberation movements, progressive regimes, and new states who are fighting 
against imperialist domination. 19 

Just because Soviet military philosophy and publicly enunciated strategy 
(both that announced to the West and that presented in military journals 
inside the Soviet Union) maintains that the Soviet military establishment is 
geared to deter aggression, does not make it so. The public statements of the 
U.S. military also stress the purely defensive nature of its military machine 
(e.g. the Department of War was renamed the Defense Department in 1947) 

To determine whether the Soviet military machine and strategy, unlike that 
of the Americans, is essentially defensive, it is necessary to examine concretely 
the composition and deployment of Soviet armed strength. 

Virtually every major advance in modem military weaponry since World 
War II has been introduced by the United States and subsequently imitated 
by the Soviet Union. She has done so in order to protect herself against the 
possibility of intimidation and even destruction made real by the U.S.’s 
exclusive possession of advanced military technology. The atom bomb was 
first developed by the U.S.A. in 1945 and was used to intimidate the Soviet 
Union until the Soviets exploded their own bomb in 1949. Before this, there 
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was serious talk in the West of a pre-emptive strike against the Soviet Union in 
order to destroy the socialist system. Ihe U.S. exploded the world's Hist 
hydrogen bomb in 1952. Again the Soviets (in 1953) were forced to follow 
suit or suffer intimidation and possible destruction. The use of guided 
missiles to deliver atom and hydrogen bombs was developed by the U.S. and 
later copied by the U.S.S.R. The first submarine-launched, rocket-delivered 
atom and hydrogen bombs were developed and deployed by the U.S., 
followed a few years later by the U.S.S.R. The first multi-warhead and 
independently targetable nuclear missiles were both developed by the U.S., 
again forcing the Soviets to follow suit. In the late 1970s the two most 
advanced weapons systems: the neutron bomb (which kills people with 
minimum damage to property) and the Cruise missile (a cheap drone-delivered 
hydrogen bomb which flies under Soviet radar) are both being initiated by 
the U.S. Once again the Soviets will be forced to duplicate American efforts 
und develop their own neutron bombs and Cruise missiles in order to deter 
the U.S. from credibly threatening their use. Except for the first interconti¬ 
nental range-guided missiles (which because of their bases surrounding the 
U.S.S.R., the U.S. didn't need), in no case have the Soviets introduced a 
major new weapons system ahead of the U.S. These facts are thus thoroughly 
consistent with the Soviet claim to have developed only a defensive armoury 
designed to deter attack and intimidation from the U.S. 

The Soviet military goal, as expressed publicly both at home and abroad, 
is for essential parity with the U.S. It wants freedom from fear of intimi¬ 
dation or destruction as a result of a decisively superior U.S. military capacity. 
Hut it was not until 1972 that the U.S., at the Moscow Summit meetings, 
grudgingly conceded the legitimacy of essential nuclear parity between 
themselves and the U.S.S.R. And the U.S. military still remains qualitatively 
iiiperior and more advanced in almost every area to their Soviet counterpart. 
Iliis is so much the case that there is always a possibility of the U.S. making 
u successful fust strike against the Soviet military establishment. While the 
opposite has never remotely been possible. The Soviet military machine is 
designed for land war in Eurasia, both in defence of Soviet territory against 
ill tacks like those launched by Germany in 1915 and 1941, and in pre¬ 
emptive strikes against the NATO countries in the event of war becoming 
Inevitable and the Soviet Union being forced to strike first in order to avoid 
u surprise attack (again, like that by Germany in 1941). The memory of 1941 
und the two subsequent years of devastating defensive warfare is very real for 
die Soviet Union. A total of over 20 million Soviet citizens were killed by the 
Germans in World War II. 

The mission of the Soviet military is reflected in the relative sizes of its 
three services. In 1976 the Soviet Army had 1,825,000 soldiers compared to 
/H2,000 for the U.S. But the Soviet Navy had 450,000 sailors compared to 
/20,600 for the U.S. and the Soviet Air Force 450,000 compared to 
W4,I00 in the U.S.A.F. The smaller but technically more proficient U.S. 

Army together with the larger and far more technically advanced U.S. Air 
l orce and navy, are decisively superior to the Soviet military. The reason 
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the Soviets maintain such a large army is precisely because of their acknow¬ 
ledged technical inferiority. The Soviets learned in World War 11 that their 
ability to survive and defeat an invasion lay in their superior numbers (as well 
as in guerrilla warfare) and that the technically superior Nazi armies could be 
beaten by using this advantage. Soviet military literature is full of discussions 
which uphold the importance of superior troop ratios (a lesson drawn largely 
from World War 11 battles) as the key to military success. 20 

In mid 1976 the U.S. strategic arsenal of independently targetable nuclear 
warheads deliverable by bombers, submarine-launched missiles and land-based 
strategic missiles, was 8,530 compared to the Soviets* 3,250 (an advantage of 
2.6 times for the U.S.). While there is a parity between the land-based LC.B.M.s 
possessed by both sides, the U.S. has 5,120 submarine-based warheads com¬ 
pared to only 785 for the Soviet Union (an advantage of 6.5 times for the 
U.S.). These figures reflect the emphasis placed by the U.S. on submarine- 
deliverable weapons compared to the Soviets* outdated continuing reliance 
on land-based missiles (which are far more easily destroyed in a first strike 
than the hard-to-find nuclear submarines). In addition, U.S. bombers in 1976 
were capable of delivering 1,256 nuclear bombs to the Soviet Union com¬ 
pared to the Soviets* ability to deliver 270 to the U.S. (an advantage of 4.7 
times for the U.S.). 

In sharp contrast to the U.S., the ability of the U.S.S.R. to project its 
military strength beyond its immediate frontiers is severely constrained by the 
limited strategic mobility of the Soviet military. It is simply not designed to 
carry on warfare beyond its immediate borders (unlike the U.S. whose 
military is oriented to fighting wars anywhere in the world). 

The contrast between the Soviet and U.S. navies underlines this essential 
difference in the missions of the two militaries. The U.S. Navy has twice the 
tonnage of the Soviet Navy, its ships are more modem, its equipment more 
advanced in most areas and it is designed to transport military forces any¬ 
where in the world (while the Soviet Navy is designed mainly to protect the 
U.S.S.R. and its merchant shipping from attack). The U.S.A. has 13 oper¬ 
ational aircraft carriers with a total of 1,200 combat airplanes stationed on 
them. These floating military bases can project U.S. military presence into any 
area of the world. In contrast the U.S.S.R. has no full-size aircraft carriers. 

Only in the 1970s did the Soviet Union build even miniature carriers. As of 
1976 the U.S.S.R. had one miniature carrier, the Kiev, capable of handling 
25 airplanes or 36 helicopters, and two helicopter carriers (each capable of 
carrying 25 helicopters). These three miniature Soviet carriers are designed 
for anti-submarine warfare, specifically to try and locate and if necessary 
destroy U.S. nuclear missile submarines, thereby preventing them from 
launching their missiles against the U.S.S.R. The Soviet Navy, unlike the U.S. 
Navy, has very limited amphibious capacities, i.e. it is not designed to deliver 
and support troops in coastal areas. The U.S. Navy meanwhile continues to 
be geared to putting down wars of national liberation anywhere in the world. 

The Soviet strategic airlift capability is also very limited, especially com¬ 
pared with that of the U.S. The heavy armour that Soviet motorized and tank 
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divisions are equipped with make them ill-suited for airlift. The heaviest Soviet 
air transports (of which there are only 30) can carry just two medium tanks. 

In summary, it is clear that the Soviet Air Force and Navy are not designed to 
project Soviet military power around the world, but are rather intended for 
the defence of the integrity of the U.S.S.R. 

Much is often said about the superiority of Soviet tank divisions. The 
Soviets (with huge land borders) in fact have about 40,000 battle tanks com¬ 
pared to 10,000 for the U.S.A. However, the North American tanks are 
superior, as is their anti-tank technology. A Soviet tank offensive would in all 
likelihood be easily defeated by the use of the highly sophistically arsenal of 
U.S. anti-tank weapons, even without the neutron bomb - a most effective 
anti-tank weapon. Probably the most serious technological lag of the Soviet 
military lies in precision-guided munitions (precisely the strength of anti-tank 
warfare). Television and laser guided projectiles (missiles and artillery shells, 
both with conventional and tactical nuclear weapons) are specialities of the 
U.S. Army (its so-called ‘smart-bombs’). In 1975 the Pentagon announced 
the successful development of a laser guided artillery shell. Such shells, 
employed in 155 millimetre and eight inch howitzers, will transform the VS. 
artillery from an indiscriminate area fire weapon into a precise instrument 
with the capacity to destroy individual mobile targets, such as tanks, thereby 
wiping out any Soviet advantage in armour. 

Furthermore, the U.S. main battle tanks of the 1970s are qualitatively 
superior to those of the Soviets in almost all respects. They have a more rapid 
rate of fire, bigger ammunition storage capacity, greater long range accuracy, 
greater armour protection and better shielded fuel tanks. The inferiority of 
Soviet compared to U.S. armour was decisively demonstrated in the 1973 
War between Egypt and Israel. Further the U.S., beginning in 1980, is intro¬ 
ducing a new and superior main battle tank, the XM-1, while the Soviets only 
have plans for a slightly improved model of their 1970s main battle tank, the 
T-62. The XM-1 is said to possess a spectacular new type of armour capable 
of withstanding the impact of any contemporary gun or anti-tank missile. 

The general inferiority of Soviet military equipment to that of the U.S. 
was spectacularly revealed in 1977 when a defecting Soviet pilot brought his 
MIG-25 (the most advanced Soviet fighter plane) to Japan. The C.I.A. 
itself described this plane as a generation or two behind U.S. fighter tech¬ 
nology and conceded that it was primarily a defensive weapon designed to 
intercept enemy bombers. 

The new U.S. Cruise missile is, according lo Jane's Fighting Ships (the 
world’s most authoritative appraiser of naval strength), ‘altering the naval 
equation beyond recognition’ because of the ability it gives the U.S. Navy, 
using these relatively inexpensive but highly accurate self-guided missiles, to 
destroy any target it chooses. 

The U.S.S.R. simply doesn’t have anything even approximately as 
sophisticated as the U.S. technological military arsenal. Few question the 
lutter country’s demonstrable lead in such areas as sophisticated avionics, 
precision guidance and fire control systems. U.S. superiority in most military 
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technologies, especially its overwhelming superiority in independently target- 
able warheads based on hard to locate (and thus hard to destroy) nuclear 
submarines, together with the Soviet inability to project its military power 
beyond its borders, gives it a considerable military advantage over the Soviet 
Union, even while the Soviet Union has sufficient nuclear capacity to deter 
the U.S. from attacking it or too aggressively pushing it or other socialist 
countries and national liberation movements around. The danger is ever present 
that a new technological breakthrough by the U.S. would make its lead over 
the Soviets sufficient once again to use nuclear blackmail against the U.S.S.R. 
or even to launch a successful first strike. 

Western media have made much of the expanding Soviet naval presence 
throughout the world and the supposed Soviet bases that such a world-wide 
naval presence entails. Unlike the U.S. Navy, whose prime functions are to 
put U.S. military power ashore anywhere in the world and to carry the major 
strategic nuclear capacity of the U.S., the primary function of the Soviet 
Navy is to deter or cripple a nuclear attack on the U.S.S.R. The stated purpose 
of the world-wide Soviet naval presence is to maintain a presence wherever U.S 
naval units are deployed in order to carry outran immediate counter-attack* 
should war break out. Just as the U.S. Navy expects continuously to track 
down all Soviet missile-carrying submarines and immediately destroy them in 
the event of war, the Soviets too hope eventually to be able to do the same in 
order to prevent the possible launching of thousands of hydrogen bomb 
warheads by the U.S. submarine fleet. 

The expanded world-wide Soviet naval presence has coincided exactly with 
the expanding range of US. missile-launched submarines. This was obviously 
necessary if the Soviets were to have any chance of neutralizing the threat of 
Polaris submarine launched I.C.B.M.S. In June 1962 the Polaris A-2, with a 
range of 1,600 miles, became operational. Its deployment in the Mediterranean 
put the Ukraine and Baku oil fields within striking distance. As a consequence, 
in 1963 the Soviet Navy began to have an active and permanent presence in the 
Mediterranean. In September 1964 the longer range A-3 Polaris missile became 
operational; this could hit any part of the Soviet Union from Leningrad to 
Eastern Siberia (including virtually all the Soviet’s major industrial areas) 
from the north-western comer of the Indian Ocean. As a consequence, the 
Soviets in December 1964 proposed to the U.N. that the Indian Ocean 
become a nuclear-free zone in which nuclear missile submarines would be 
prohibited from operating. Failing this, the Soviets were forced permanently 
to deploy their navy in the Indian Ocean to track U.S. Polaris submarines. A 
similar process has occurred in all the seas of the world where U.S. missile- 
carrying submarines have been deployed. For the Soviets to follow any other 
policy could well amount to suicide. In no way can the expanded world-wide 
Soviet naval presence then be taken to mean that the U.S.S.R. is primarily 
interested in projecting its power ashore or attempting to intimidate other 
countries (as is the case with the U.S.). 21 

Much has also been made of the alleged Soviet bases around the world, 
especially the so-called Soviet base (since removed) in Berbera, Somalia. The 


116 



Soviet Foreign Relations: Trade and the Military 


term ‘base’ as applied to the Soviet Union is much abused. Traditionally the 
term meant a sanctuary which provided guaranteed physical security, storage 
lor ammunition, spare parts, stores and fuel and often overhaul facilities, 
together with political guarantees that it would not be withheld during a 
political crisis. The U.S. for example has such facilities in a great many 
countries all over the world including many on the borders of the Soviet 
Union. The U.S.S.R., on the other hand, has no such facilities anywhere 
outside its own country and the Eastern European countries of the Warsaw 
Pact (and probably Mongolia). What U.S. propaganda describes as Soviet 
bases arc almost exclusively berthing stations (a fancy term for mooring buoys). 
Such was the case with the highly publicized Soviet Somali base. The Soviet 
Navy’s basic requirements, in the Mediterranean or Indian Oceans (as well as 
rise where), for stores, water and fuel are in fact supplied by accompanying 
supply ships based in Soviet ports. The Soviet Union has nowhere in the world 
(outside of the Eastern European countries) anything remotely resembling the 
massive U.S. naval and air bases that the U.S. possesses around the U.S.S.R. 
and scattered all over the world, e.g. Canada, Greenland, Iceland, Cuba 
(Guantanamo Bay), Panama, Turkey, Diego Garcia, the Philippines, Korea, 
Australia, Taiwan, Japan, Guam, Hawaii, Germany, Spain, The United 
Kingdom, etc. 

In sum, there is nothing in the evidence of either the Soviet arsenal or the 
deployment of the Soviet military that suggests imperialist motivation or 
Iwhaviour. This contrasts sharply with the constellation and deployment of 
U.S. weapons. The evidence clearly points to a purely defensive role for the 
Soviet military. There is no evidence that the Soviet military is designed or 
used as an instrument of imperialism. 

In this chapter it has been demonstrated that both Soviet trade relations 
und the nature of the Soviet military are qualitatively different from those of 
the advanced capitalist countries such as the United States. In the next three 
* hapters we will look at the concrete relations, both economic and political, 
lie tween the U.S.S.R. and the countries of Eastern Europe and the non- 
socialist and socialist countries of the Third World. In each case we will 
attempt carefully to screen the evidence in search of support for the thesis 
that the U.S.S.R. acts like a ‘social imperialist superpower’. 
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7. Soviet Relations with 
Eastern Europe 


Those who accuse the Soviet Union of imperialism typically argue that the 
six COMECON countries of Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East 
Germany, Hungary, Poland and Romania) are essentially neo-colonies of the 
U.S.S.R. in a sense similar to the relationship between, for example, the U.S. 
or Britain and much of the Third World. These 'satellites’ are supposed to be 
both politically dominated and economically exploited by the U.S.S.R. in 
much the same way as the Western powers dominate the Third World. Let us 
then examine the concrete relations between the U.S.S.R. and Eastern Europe 
in order to determine whether these six countries can in fact be considered 
de facto colonies of the U.S.S.R. I will first examine the contemporary 
economic relations between the two, looking at the composition, significance 
and terms of trade; the possible uses by the Soviet Union of trade as a political 
weapon; economic assistance; regional economic co-ordination; joint enter¬ 
prises; and the effect which Eastern Europe’s economic relations with the 
U.S.S.R. have on the economic growth and sectoral structure of their 
economies. 1 will also analyse the historical development of the political 
relations between Eastern Europe and the U.S.S.R. in the post World War II 
period, focusing on the transformations in economic relations that occurred 
around 1956, and on the Soviet interventions in Yugoslavia, Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia. 


Trade Relations 

In the period 1970 to 1972,37.2 per cent of all exports of the Council of 
Mutual Economic Assistance (C.M.E.A. or COMECON) countries of Eastern 
Europe went to the Soviet Union. This represented a slight decline from the 
1960s when exports to the Soviet Union averaged 41 per cent of all exports. 

In 1970-72 total COMECON imports from the Soviet Union totalled 35.5 per 
cent of all imports, down slightly from an average of 37 per cent in the 1960s. 1 
Thus, slightly over one-third of all East European trade is with the Soviet 
Union. 

In the period 1969-73 about two-thirds of all the exports from the six 
East European COMECON countries (plus Yugoslavia) went to COMECON 
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countries (including the Soviet Union) (plus Yugoslavia), one-seventh went 
to the advanced capitalist economies and about ten per cent went to the less 
developed market economies. This contrasts with the miniscule percentage of 
Utin American (excluding Cuban), African, Middle Eastern and Asian 
countries’ exports that go to the COMECON countries; about three-quarters 
of the exports of these areas are to the advanced capitalist countries, (see 
Table 7.1). Thus comparing the less developed market economies (most of 
which are satellites of the advanced capitalist countries) to the COMECON 
countries, we see that the COMECON countries are much less trade depen¬ 
dent on the U.S.S.R. than are the Third World countries on the advanced 
capitalist countries: only one-third of exports for the COMECON countries 
versus three-quarters of exports for the Third World. While COMECON 
countries have alternative export markets in the capitalist countries (over a 
quarter of total exports), the non-socialist Third World countries have only a 
tiny alternative export market in the COMECON countries (about one 
twenty-fifth of total exports). 

Table 7.1 

Exports of Comecon and Third World Countries Compared,1969-1973 


The Six COMECON 
countries plus 

To Advanced 

Capitalist 

Countries 

To Less 
Developed 
Non-Socialist 
Third World 
Countries 

To Soviet Union 
six COMECON 
countries plus 
Yugoslavia 

Yugoslavia 

15.0% 

11.7% 

64.2% 

Utin America 

74.5 

19.4 

3.6 

Middle East 

75.7 

19.8 

2.2 

Africa 

81.1 

11.0 

6.1 

Asia 

66.5 

28.3 

4.2 

Source: United Nations, Yearbook of International Trade Statistics, 1974, 
Table B. 


It is interesting to note that 65.5 per cent of Canada’s exports go to the U.S. 
and 76 per cent of its imports come from there. Canada, a country of com¬ 
parable location, population and economic development in relation to 
ihe U.S., as the six COMECON countries are to the U.S.S.R., is twice as trade 
dependent on the U.S. as the COMECON countries are on the Soviet Union. 3 
Yet Canada, while its economy is closely integrated with that of the U.S., is 
generally regarded not as a dependency of the latter, but as a country whose 
ruling class simply has the same interests as the U.S. If Canada can remain 
politically independent of the U.S., the COMECON countries of Eastern 
Europe, which are far less trade dependent on the U.S.S.R. than Canada is on 
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the U.S., should be even more capable of remaining independent. 

The 35 per cent of imports that the six East European countries take 
from the U.S.S.R. compares as follows with the percentage of imports that 
selected Third World countries, often regarded as dependencies of the U.S., 
take (circa 1973) from the U.S.: Colombia 39.6 per cent, Dominican Republic 
47.2 per cent, Guatemala 31.9 per cent, Honduras 44 per cent, Mexico 62.9 per 
cent, Nicaragua 34 3 per cent, Panama 353 per cent and Venezuela 45 per 
cent. Turning to exports, the 37 per cent of the COMECON countries* 
exports that go to the Soviet Union compares as follows to the percentage of 
total exports of selected Third World countries to the U.S.: Colombia 37.4 
per cent, the Dominican Republic 73.3 per cent, Guatemala 29.3 per cent, 
Honduras 56.5 per cent, Mexico 68.8 per cent, Nicaragua 33.3 per cent, 

Panama 44.7 per cent, and Venezuela 39.7 per cent. 3 The trade dependence 
of the U.S.A.’s Caribbean satellites is greater than the trade dependence of 
the East European countries on the Soviet Union, although the difference 
between the two sets of countries is not all that great. 

In the period 1970 to 1972, the balance of trade between the Soviet 
Union and the six East European countries was slightly in the latters* 
favour - the COMECON countries exported to the Soviet Union about four 
per cent more than they imported from it. During the 1960s total exports 
and imports between the Soviet Union and the COMECON countries almost 
exactly balanced, while in the previous decade exports of Eastern Europe 
exceeded imports by about two per cent. 4 Clearly, then, there is no significant 
imbalance in trade which might reflect a permanent net flow of resources to 
the Soviet Union from Eastern Europe. This leaves open the possibility, 
however, of Soviet exports being overvalued and East European exports 
undervalued. Such a situation would result in trade exploitation of Eastern 
Europe by the Soviet Union. 

The six East European COMECON countries primarily export industrial 
machinery and equipment to the Soviet Union and import raw materials 
and fuels in exchange. In 1966-68 48.2 per cent of all East European exports 
to the Soviet Union were industrial machinery and equipment and only 
26.1 per cent were raw materials, fuels or food. During the same period 
62.8 per cent of Soviet exports to Eastern Europe were raw materials and 
another 10.7 per cent was food, and only 24.4 per cent was industrial mach¬ 
inery and equipment (and a negligible 2.1 per cent manufactured consumer 
goods). The proportion of East European exports made up of industrial 
machinery and equipment has risen slightly over lime, while the proportion 
that consists of raw materials and fuel has decreased drastically (it stood at 
43.7 per cent in 1950-53). The proportion of East European exports in the 
shape of manufactured consumer goods has risen significantly since the 
1950s. (See Table 7.2). The proportion of Soviet exports in the form of 
raw materials and fuel has stayed about the same since the 1950s. The Soviet 
Union is the principal supplier of these two elements for Eastern Europe, whlto 
Eastern Europe is a major supplier of capital goods and manufactured con¬ 
sumer goods for the Soviet Union. This is of course exactly the reverse of the 
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pattern of trade observable between the advanced capitalist countries (which 
specialize in capital goods and manufactured exports) and the less developed 
countries of the Third World (which specialise in raw material and food 
exports). 


Table 7.2 

Soviet Trade with Eastern Europe, 1950-1968 


Industrial 


Fuels and Raw Foodstuffs 


Manufactured 


Machinery Material (exclud- Consumer 

and Equip- mg food) Goods (excluding 

ment food) 

Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports 
(% of total) (% age of total) (% age of total) (% age of total) 


I 1 ) 50-53 

22.0% 

39.2% 

51.7% 

43.7% 

25.2% 

7.2% 

1.1% 

9.9% 

I 1 ) 54-57 

15.5 

46.8 

60.7 

37.1 

21.6 

5.8 

2.3 

10.3 

l')58-61 

13.9 

45.8 

64.4 

27.0 

18.6 

7.6 

3.0 

19.6 

1 *>62-65 

19.7 

49.8 

65.9 

20.5 

12.2 

7.9 

2.2 

21.9 

1 <>66-68 

24.4 

48.2 

62.8 

16.9 

10.7 

9.2 

2.1 

25.7 


Source: Paul Marer, Soviet and East European Foreign Dade, 1946-1969, 
pp.87,111. 


In comparison to the 26 per cent of total East European exports to the 
Soviet Union which comprise raw materials, fuels or food, the percentages of 
total exports of such commodities from countries often regarded as dependen¬ 
cies of the U.S. to the U.S. are considerably greater, e.g. (circa 1973) Colombia 
HH.9 per cent, Dominican Republic 98 per cent, Guatemala 84.4 per cent, 
Honduras 97.9 per cent, Mexico 54.3 per cent, Nicaragua 82 per cent, Panama 
/1.5 per cent, the Philippines 95.6 per cent and Venezuela 98.8 per cent. 

Iltere is thus a qualitative difference in the trade patterns of the COMECON 
i ountries of Eastern Europe with the Soviet Union, compared with the trade 
l*ut terns of the U.S.’s Third World dependencies with the U.S. The latter 
almost universally specialize in the export of raw materials to the U.S. 

(primarily in exchange for manufactured goods), while the East European 
i ountries export manufactured goods, especially capital equipment, to the 
ll.S.S.R. in exchange for raw materials. Unless the terms of trade between the 
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were highly imbalanced in favour of the 
ll.S.S.R. (which, being based on world prices, they are not), it would be very 
illHicult to interpret the trade relationship as imperialist. 

As previously noted, the prices of commodities exchanged between East 
huopean socialist countries and the Soviet Union are approximations of prices 
in the world capitalist market. Because the law of value is not the essential 
drlcrminant of prices in the planned economies of these countries, domestic 
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prices of commodities are in good part arbitrary (i.e. not based on the value 
contained in a.commodity). Different countries might thus price the same 
commodity at very different levels because of various political or long-term 
economic considerations. Because of the arbitrary nature of domestic pricing, 
these prices cannot be used in inter-socialist trade without one or other party 
complaining of exploitation, this exploitation becoming apparent if an export 
is offered at a higher price than the equivalent price on the world capitalist 
market. 5 COMECON regulations therefore specify that all prices of raw 
materials are based on adjusted world market prices in the previous five year 
period. 

As is well known, a few advanced capitalist countries have a monopoly on 
manufacturing technologically advanced producer goods. This allows them to 
sell these goods to the Third World at monopoly prices. In return, except for 
petroleum, overproduction, competition and foreign ownership in the raw 
material and food producing Third World countries depresses (albeit errati¬ 
cally) the world prices of their exports. As a result, a real transfer of value 
occurs from the raw material and food producing countries (except for the 
oil exporters) to the advanced capitalist countries. The Third World raw 
material suppliers are in this sense exploited. But the socialist countries are 
utilizing world prices for capital goods and raw materials. The result is that tlir 
exports of the raw material exporters, namely the Soviet Union, tend to be 
undervalued and the exports of the capital goods exporters, most of the 
countries of Eastern Europe, tend to be overvalued. In this respect the Soviet 
Union is being exploited in its trade with Eastern Europe in the same way that 
the Third World raw material exporters are exploited by the advanced capitallil 
countries. 

A further point needs to be made. Although the rule is that exports are 
exchanged at approximately world prices, the Soviet Union has, since the 
mid-1950s, been supplying crucial raw materials, especially petroleum product* 
to Eastern Europe at considerably below the world market price. For example, 
the price charged to the East Europeans for Soviet oil in 1974 was approxi¬ 
mately one-fifth the world market price. Even after a substantial increase in 
the price of Soviet oil in 1975, the cost to COMECON countries in 1976 was 
still about one-third less than the world market price. 6 

Detailed empirical studies show that the East European socialist countries 
are not discriminated against or exploited in their trade relations with the 
U.S.S.R. One careful study of prices for Bulgarian and Polish exports to, and 
imports from, the Soviet Union (i.e. their terms of trade) shows that they tend 
to be significantly better than those obtainable with the advanced countries 
In 1959, of 32 leading categories of Bulgarian exports, the prices paid by th«* 
Soviet Union were higher than those obtainable in Western Europe for 24 amt 
lower for eight. In the case of Poland, the Soviet prices were higher in 20 out 
of 28 categories and lower in seven. In the case of Soviet exports to Bulgaria, 
the prices charged Bulgaria in 1959 were lower than those of West European 
equivalent commodities for 18 of the 32 basic categories and higher for 12, 
while for Poland the Soviet prices were lower for 11 categories of commodlttni 
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mid higher for six. 7 

Since it is logically possible that the few goods the Soviets trade to their 
advantage could represent the majority of goods traded, or that an advantage 
on a few goods could be so great as to outweigh a slight disadvantage on most 
goods and thus that the Soviets could secure a net gain from trade, it is 
Important to look at measures of trade advantage which incorporate quantity 
ns well as price. The same study cited above found that overall Polish exports 
(measured by unit value, a concept which includes both price and volume) to 
i lie Soviet Union were purchased at 1.45 times the prevailing prices for 
similar goods on the West European market and Bulgarian goods at 1.32 times 
those prices. It was also found that overall Soviet exports to Poland were 
purchased by Poland at 81 per cent of the prices similar goods were available 
m in Western Europe, and Soviet exports to Bulgaria at 69 per cent. 8 Thus the 
net barter terms of trade (a concept which incorporates both price and volume) 
l»ct ween Poland and the Soviet Union in 1959 were 1.8 times better for 
Poland (and worse for the Soviet Union) than Poland could have obtained in 
trade with the West. The terms of trade for Bulgaria were 1.9 times better. 
Substantially identical results were found for 1960, indicating that 1959 was 
not a fluke year. Thus, even though the prices of commodities traded among 
the non-market socialist economies officially approximate world market prices, 
lhe East European countries gain at the expense of the Soviet Union in this 
trade. Part of their advantage may be a result of the different commodity mix, 
especially of different qualities of goods within the basic commodity 
i ategories employed in this study. Hence the general difference in favour of 
the East European countries may not typically be as large as found in this 
•ludy. But these data at least make clear that, if there is any systematic devia- 
lion from world market prices in trade between Eastern Europe and the Soviet 
I Imon, it is not in favour of the Soviet Union. 

In addition to complaining about the subsidy they give Eastern Europe 
through supplying petroleum at significantly less than the world market price, 
ihe Soviets have also been complaining of an exploitation effect caused by 
their having to undertake all the heavy investment expenditures of developing 
mid producing oil in the Soviet Union. It was estimated that in the late 1960s 
the capital intensity of the basic raw materials and fuels exported by the 
U S.S.R. to the COMECON countries was 3 to 3.5 times higher than that of 
the machinery supplied by them to the U.S.S.R., i.e. the value of material 
Investment (machinery and fixed facilities such as pipelines and other trans¬ 
put!) per worker was considerably higher in raw material production than in 
the machine producing sectors. The Soviets have therefore begun fostering 
integration in the production and distribution of raw materials and fuel so that 
the Eastern European countries share more equitably in the costs of acquiring 
their own raw materials. Beginning in the early 1970s, the COMECON 
«nunines have begun to finance projects jointly to produce fuel and raw 
materials mostly in the U.S.S.R. In return for these capital investments in raw 
material production enterprises, the investing countries (mostly East European) 
air repaid in raw materials. 9 
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Since the mid 1950s, there is no evidence that the Soviet Union obtains 
unrequited goods from Eastern Europe. In fact it costs the Soviet Union con¬ 
siderably more to trade with Eastern Europe than with the West, while 
Eastern Europe disproportionately benefits from trade with the Soviet Union 
i.e. If anyone is being exploited it is the Soviet Union. Moreover, the terms of 
trade of the COMECON countries with the Soviet Union have shifted con¬ 
siderably in favour of Eastern Europe and against the Soviet Union since the 
mid 1950s. 10 

The East European countries depend very heavily on their raw material 
imports from the Soviets. Around 1970 the Soviets provided 100 per cent 
of Czechoslovakia’s oil imports (about 97 per cent of its consumption), 85 
per cent of its iron ore imports (about 75 per cent of its consumption), 92 
per cent of its aluminium and 76 per cent of its copper. During the same 
period the U.S.S.R. supplied about 90 per cent of East Germany’s oil, 60 per 
cent of its iron ore and 70 per cent of its aluminium and lead. Hungary 
imports most of its oil, iron ore, phosphates and electric power from the 
Soviet Union, and so on. 11 Because it is the main supplier of raw materials to 
Eastern Europe the Soviet Union is in a potential position to exploit them 
economically. That it does not take advantage of its position is indicative of 
the lack of a typical imperialist relation between the two areas. No wonder, 
Vietnam decided after liberation to join COMECON. 

Things were not always so advantageous for Eastern Europe. Before the 
mid 1950s the terms of trade, essentially dictated by the Soviet Union, were 
overwhelmingly in favour of the Soviets. Soviet trade with the East European 
countries during the immediate post World War 11 period was primarily a 
mechanism to reconstruct the war devastated Soviet economy. The former 
Axis countries (East Germany, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria) were espec¬ 
ially badly treated; but Poland, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia were treated 
little better. One of the clearest examples of the exploitation of Eastern 
Europe through unequal exchange before the mid 1950s was the export of 
coal from Poland to the Soviet Union. Until November 1953 Poland was 
supplying coal to the Soviet Union at approximately one-tenth of the world 
price. In 1956 the Soviets acknowledged that there had been exploitation of 
Poland in the coal trade and cancelled the S626 million in debts owed by 
Poland to the U.S.S.R. This was in compensation for the coal subsidy 
supplied the U.S.S.R. by Poland from 1946 to 1953. 12 

Although the Soviet Union has clearly not exploited Eastern Europe through 
trade relations since 1956, it has, both before and after 1956, used trade as a 
weapon against recalcitrant socialist countries (in Eastern Europe and elsewhere) 
in attempts to get them to follow its leadership. 

The first time the U.S.S.R. used the trade weapon was against Yugoslavia 
which was cut off from trade relations with both the Soviet Union and all the 
other socialist countries in 1948. This trade embargo was imposed in an 
attempt to get the Yugoslavs to accept Soviet hegemony. China and Albania 
in 1960-61 were the next socialist countries to suffer from Soviet economic 
pressure. Economic and technical advisers, with their plans, were withdrawn 
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limn these countries and trade with Albania embargoed. While trade with 
China has never been suspended, it was considerably reduced. Again, in 1962- 
M, when North Korea was leaning toward the Chinese position in the Sino- 
Soviet dispute, the Soviets refused to sell advanced military equipment or jet 
lucl to that country. As soon as the Koreans renounced their position of 
uipport for China, Soviet supplies were resumed. The cutting off of trade is 
tin especially strong weapon since both the industry and armed forces of the 
incialist countries are typically highly dependent on spare parts from the 
Soviets. The Soviets have also used the technique of delaying delivery as a 
wcupon of control over bloc members who become too critical of the Soviet 
Union, e.g. against Romania in 1967. 13 

Thus, although there is no evidence in the post 1956 period that the Soviet 
Union exploits the other socialist countries through trade, there is evidence 
that the Soviet Union has striven for political hegemony over the other socia¬ 
lly countries by using trade as a weapon to get them to follow policies 
iipproved by her. 

it should also be noted, however, that China has behaved in essentially the 
iame way as the Soviet Union towards those smaller and more vulnerable 
Socialist countries of which she disapproves, namely Vietnam and Albania 
in 1978. The Chinese thus find themselves in the ironic situation of doing to 
others exactly what the U.S.S.R. did to them - withdrawing advisers, ending 
assistance and reducing trade in order to pressure countries they are having 
differences with. It is difficult to see any difference between the Soviet 
Union's and China's behaviour in these questions, other than that the Soviet 
Union has become more gentle and tolerant of differences in recent years 
while the Chinese as reflected in their recent behaviour towards Vietnam and 
Albania have not. 


Economic Assistance 

I he Soviets extended some economic assistance to Eastern Europe in the 
Immediate post-war period (1946-52), mainly to relieve especially troubled 
situations and to persuade the East European countries to reject the U.S.A.'s 
Marshall Plan aid, e.g. a proferred S450 million loan to Poland in 1947-48. 

Ihc most generous period of Soviet aid to Eastern Europe however was * 
1953-58, following the rebellions and riots in East Germany, Poland and 
Hungary which were in good part directed against the exploitive relationship 
Ihc East European countries found themselves in regarding the Soviet Union. 
Ihc most comprehensive aid programme took place in the 1956-58 period 
when the U.S.S.R. extended S3.6 billion in aid (SI.5 billion in loans, SI billion 
In debt cancellations, and SI billion in free transfers of jointly owned enter¬ 
prises to the East European countries). Generous export credits were also 
granted to these countries during this period. 14 The year 1956 marks a water¬ 
shed in the economic relations between Eastern Europe and the U.S.S.R.; the 
remaining joint stock companies were handed over to the local countries. 
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much of their debt was cancelled, terms of trade favourable to the East 
European countries established, and generous aid extended. The total value of 
Soviet aid to Eastern Europe (including debt cancellations, handing over of 
enterprises, loans and credits) was of the same order as that of the Marshall 
Plan to Western Europe, approximately S14 billion dollars. 15 The Soviet 
Union, at least since the mid 1950s, has thus played a central role in acceler¬ 
ating the economic growth and all round development of the East European 
economies. This is hardly a phenomenon to be expected from an imperialist- 
type relation such as exists between the United States and Western Europe on 
the one hand and most of the countries of the Third World on the other. 

In the period 1954 to 1964 the majority of Soviet loans and grants to 
socialist countries went to the COMECON countries of Eastern Europe - 
53 per cent of all Soviet aid. But in the period 1965 to 1972, only 21 per cent 
of all loans and grants were to the East European countries. In the 1954-64 
period. East Germany and Bulgaria were the principal recipients of Soviet aid 
in Eastern Europe, while China, Mongolia and Cuba were the principal 
recipients among Third World socialist countries. In the 1965-72 period, 
Poland and Bulgaria (two of the least developed COMECON countries) 
became the principal recipients in Eastern Europe while Cuba, North Vietnam 
and Mongolia (in that order) were the principal beneficiaries of Soviet aid 
amongst the Third World socialist countries. 


Co-ordinated Planning 

During the first decade of the C.M.E.A., the co-ordination of the COMECON 
countries* economies was limited to planning trade among themselves. Since 
1958, however, there has been a gradual increase in overall economic inte¬ 
gration and co-ordination of production plans among the COMECON countries 
While the ideal is the eventual total integration of the various economies as 
nation states wither away, all parties are extremely jealous of maintaining theli 
economic independence and all-round development. So the process advances 
very slowly. The procedures of economic integration adopted in 1971 after 
many years of struggle and compromises stipulated that: 

. . . further intensification and improvement and the development of the 
socialist economic integration of C.M.E.A. member nations will be carried 
out in accordance with the principles of socialist internationalism and on 
the basis of respect for national sovereignty, independence and national 
interests, of nonintervention in the internal affairs of nations, and of total 
equality, mutual advantage, and comradely reciprocal aid. . . . socialist 
economic integration is carried out on an entirely voluntary basis and is 
not accompaned by the creation of supranational organs, nor does it affect 
matters pertaining to internal planning or the financial, and cost-calculating 
activities of organizations. 17 
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No supra-national planning authorities exist which can dictate to any 
member state what to produce or how to distribute their production. Instead, 
voluntary agencies have been set up to co-ordinate joint efforts and inte¬ 
gration. A Committee for Co-operation in Planning exists to promote co¬ 
ordination of five year plans and exchanges of information. Discussions are 
held among the COMECON countries in the process of each constructing 
their operative plans. The primary concerns of the Committee for Co-oper¬ 
ation appear to be systematically developing adequate raw material and 
energy supplies throughout the COMECON countries, promoting the most 
advanced technological processes by allowing economies of scale, and devel¬ 
oping integrated transportation networks. COMECON also continues to 
promote co-ordination of production for purposes of planning trade among 
the COMECON countries. This mostly means the development of intra¬ 
industry specialization, e.g. Czechoslovakia specializes in metal pipe, East 
(iermany in steel for bearings, Poland in thin rolled steel and Hungary in fine 
here tubing. Each country decides whether or not to participate in a given 
Integration project (of which there are many) on the basis of what it thinks 
II would gain from participation. COMECON rules, deferring to the interests 
of the less developed COMECON countries, especially Romania, specify that 
one of the goals of COMECON is to eliminate differences in the levels of 
development of the member countries. Concretely this takes the form of the 
less developed countries being given preference in developing new lines of 
Industrial production (providing the new products are of sufficiently high 
quality) and the granting of economic assistance to the less developed by the 
most developed COMECON countries. 18 

While economic integration of the socialist countries has for a long time 
l>ccn an ideal, little real progress was made in co-ordinating economic plans 
until the late 1960s, when the advantages of economic co-ordination became 
dear to all participants. The Soviets had long pushed for integration, with the 
l ast European countries, led by Romania, resisting out of fear of losing their 
economic independence. The major force pressing them to move towards 
10 ordinating their economies was the need to overcome technological 
backwardness. None of the small East European countries could develop an 
ill-round technologically advanced economy on their own. They were 
increasingly forced to participate in a regional exchange of scientific and 
technological knowledge, and to engage in specialization in order to acctler- 
itc technological advance. The small East European countries, with limited 
internal markets, were also increasingly unable efficiently to produce all the 
Advanced goods they needed. Efficient production of advanced industrial 
goods required international markets to make economies of scale possible, 
as well as to promote research and development in specialized areas. The 
economic advantages of co-operation accruing to each country became more 
and more difficult to resist as the potential gains became greater and greater. 

It teems that the pressures from the East European countries have resulted in 
institutions which represent an internationally unified system increasingly 
Autonomous of the U.S.S.R. 19 
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There is a bias among the COMECON countries against inter-industry 
specialization along the lines of broad economic sectors. Instead, economic 
integration tends to take the form of intra-industry specialization (e.g. one 
country manufacturing one kind of truck; another some other kind, and so 
on). It does not take the form of one country building all the trucks and 
another making all the shoes, etc. All the COMECON countries are determined 
to possess balanced industrial economies encompassing all branches of 
production. 20 As a result, their economies are far more balanced, especially 
in the industrial sector, than the economies of capitalist countries of similar 
size and per capita wealth. This gives these East European countries a sound 
base for political independence. 


Joint Enterprises Today 

Economic co-operation among the COMECON countries of Eastern Europe 
(including the U.S.S.R.) takes a number of specific forms: (1) technological 
co-operation including exchange of blueprints and knowledge about processes 
and the results of scientific research, as well as training of scientists and 
specialists in each other’s countries; (2) standardization of products and parts; 
(3) development and co-ordination of transport and communications, including 
a common freight car pool and canal and river networks; and, (4) joint under¬ 
takings in which the capital, know-how and personnel of several COMECON 
countries are pooled. 

These joint enterprises are mostly concentrated in the extractive sector, 
e.g. bauxite, cellulose, coal, copper, iron ore, lead, phosphates, potash, 
sulphur and zinc. The more famous ones include the Kingisep potash works 
in the U.S.S.R. (jointly developed by Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, 
Hungary, Poland and the U.S.S.R.), the Friendship Pipeline linking the Urals 
with Eastern Europe, the Peace electrical power transmission grid linking all 
the East European countries, and Intermetal, an iron and steel association 
developed by Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland 21 

Increasingly, the COMECON countries have been resorting to joint enter¬ 
prises after a 10 to 15 year hiatus in this organizational form. While the earlier 
joint-stock companies were dominated by the Soviet Union and pretty much 
exploited Eastern Europe to the advantage of the Soviets, the new enterprises 
seem to be truly joint operations functioning to mutual advantage. As the 
principal supplier of raw materials to the other COMECON countries, the 
Soviets have been encouraging the formation of these joint enterprises to 
exploit natural resources in the Soviet Union. General agreements among the 
various participants in a project establish its broad outlines, then bilateral 
agreements between the U.S.S.R. and each participating COMECON country 
specify the precise contribution (financing, equipment, construction workers) 
and product accruing to each country. 

Another form of COMECON co-operation involves leasing of land in one 
country to another. Bulgaria and the Soviet Union have an arrangement where 
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Bulgaria leases forest land in the Soviet Union for purposes of building and 
operating a forestry enterprise for lumber exports to Bulgaria. In return for 
providing building materials, land, technical advice, equipment and transpor¬ 
tation, as well as the trees, the Soviets get a share of the Bulgarian enterprise's 
output proportionate to U.S.S.R.’s contribution to the project. The key 
clement the Bulgarians provide is the lumberworkers. This is an example of 
incipient labour mobility among COMECON countries from areas of relative 
labour surplus to areas of relative labour shortages. Another example is Polish 
workers working in the Czechoslovak construction industry. 21 


Economic Growth 

The radical literature on the less developed countries focuses a lot on how 
capitalist imperialism underdevelops, or blocks, the development of the Third 
World satellites of U.S. and European imperialism. It is therefore important, in 
an examination of whether the Soviet Union's relations with Eastern Europe 
are essentially equivalent to the advanced capitalist countries' relations with 
the Third World, to determine whether Soviet economic links with Eastern 
Europe hinder or promote the latter’s economic development and industrial¬ 
ization. 

If the relationship between the U.S.S.R. and Eastern Europe is of the kind 
that the dependency literature (e.g. Gunder Frank, Baran, Magdoff, Samir 
Amin, Dos Santos, etc.) describe as existing between the U.S. or Western 
Europe and the Third World, then we would expect the rates of economic 
growth and industrialization of Eastern Europe and the Third World non¬ 
socialist countries to be comparable. We would also expect these rates to be 
much lower than in the U.S.S.R. Yet this is not the case, as Table 7.3 shows. 

The average rate of growth in per capita Net Material Product (the socialist 
equivalent of Gross National Product, which excludes the service sector) in 
the six COMECON countries of Eastern Europe in the 1960-73 period was 
almost double that of Latin America in the Third World. It was 
also almost double the rates of growth in the U.S.A. and the 
Common Market, the heartlands of advanced capitalism. Further it was 
virtually identical to the rate of growth of the Soviet Union, the most mature 
of the socialist economics. Eastern Europe’s average rate of growth of industry 
in the same 1960-73 period also compares favourably with the rates for Latin 
America (that part of the Third World most comparable to Eastern Europe), 
and the U.S. A., the Common Market and the Soviet Union. 

The economies of the East European countries also differ from the 
economies of Third World countries in their overall level of development and 
their sectoral composition. Fifty-five per cent of the net material product of 
Eastern Europe originates in the industrial sector, compared to around 30 
Iter cent of the G.N.P. of the major countries of Latin America (which are 
among the more developed, and most influenced by the U.S., countries of the 
Third World). 23 The East European figure is also slightly higher than that of 
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Table 73 


Economic Growth Rates of European COMECON Countries and Others, 
1960-1973 

Rate of Rate of Rate of 

Growth Growth per Growth in 

(N.M.P. or capita (N.M.P. Industry 

G.D.P.) or GDP) 

Bulgaria 

8.1% 

73% 

11.0% 

Czechoslovakia 

4.7 

4.1 

4.9 

German Democratic Republic 

4.8 

4.8 

53 

Hungary 

5.7 

53 

6.8 

Poland 

6.6 

5.6 

3.5 

Romania 

8.8 

7.7 

12.8 

Average of Six East European 
COMECON Countries 

6.5 

5.8 

8.2 

USSR. 

7.1 

5.9 

9.1 

USA. 

43 

3.1 

4.8 

E.E.C. 

4.6 

3.8 

5.1 

Latin America 

5.9 

3.0 

7.0 


Source: United Nations, Yearbook of National Account Statistics, (1975), 
Tables 4A, 4B. 


the Soviet Union (51 per cent.) Granted these figures must be reduced some¬ 
what because of the exclusion of the service sector from the concept ‘net 
material product’, but the figures for Latin America must also be reduced 
because of the extremely low level of monetary income in the rural sector 
and hence under-evaluation of the product of that sector. 

The percentage of the economically active population engaged in manu¬ 
facturing in the six COMECON countries of Eastern Europe ranges from 
36.9 per cent for the German Democratic Republic through 34.7 per cent for 
Czechoslovakia, to 30.9 per cent for Hungary, 25.7 per cent for Bulgaria, 

24.0 per cent for Romania and 23.6 for Poland. This compares with 25.2 per 
cent for the Soviet Union, 26.1 for the U.S., and only 10.2 for Chile, 8.6 
for Venezuela and 8.4 per cent for Brazil and Colombia. 34 The average 
of 293 per cent for the six Eastern European COMECON countries 
is actually higher than the comparable figure for the Soviet Union. It is 
the exact reverse of the relation between these indicators of economic 
development for the UJS. (or other advanced capitalist countries) and the 
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non-socialist countries of the Third World. In keeping with these figures, in 
1964 personal consumption per capita in the German Democratic Republic 
was 156 per cent (or one and a half times) that of the Soviet Union, 
Oechoslovakia was 150 per cent, Hungary 117 per cent, Poland 103 per 
cent, Bulgaria 100 per cent and Romania 86 per cent. 25 In general the level 
nf economic development and the standard of living are both generally higher 
In most of the COMECON countries of Eastern Europe than they are in the 
Soviet Union. 

That the period of socialist construction in Eastern Europe has resulted in 
(lie rapid industrialization and economic development of these formerly 
agricultural, underdeveloped countries can be seen by comparing them now 
to what they were in the 1930s. In 1937 Czechoslovakia had 17 per cent of 
Us economically active population working in manufacturing, Hungary 7.3 
per cent, Poland 6.2 per cent, Bulgaria 5.9 per cent and Romania 2.7 per cent. 
Ihese figures are generally lower than for most Latin American countries of 
comparable size in the 1970s. The gross domestic product per capita of these 
countries in 1937 (in 1973 U.S. dollars) was 1440 for Czechoslovakia, 1428 
for Hungary, 1300 for Poland and 1271 for Bulgaria. These figures are again 
comparable with or lower than many Third World countries today. For 
example in 1973, the G.D.P. per capita of Colombia was 1400, the Dominican 
Republic 1480, Guatemala 1402, Chile 1579, and Egypt (in the Middle East) only 
1245. 26 In comparison, the 1937 G.N.P. per capita (in 1973 dollars) of the 
United Kingdom was 11,676 and of Italy 1503. In 1974 the per capita 
Income of the East European countries was 13,599 for East Germany, 

$2,505 for Czechoslovakia, 11,812 for Romania, 11,812 for Poland, 11,520 
lor Hungary and 11,002 for Bulgaria (the Soviet figure was 11,880). 

These figures compare well with the less affluent countries of Western Europe 
In 1974, e g. Spain 11,991, Ireland 12,021, Italy 12,442 and the United 
Kingdom 13,016. 27 

Eastern Europe was truly a poor and backward area in the pre-socialist 
jwriod, fully comparable to the middle level underdeveloped countries of 
Asia, Africa and Latin America today. It is the past 30 years of planned 
socialist development policies since 1948 that have modernized these econo¬ 
mies and greatly increased the standard of living, especially of the working 
and peasant classes. 

In summary, we see that nothing like the processes described by depen¬ 
dency theory operate between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The 
Soviet Union does not grow rich at the expense of East European countries, 
neither does it develop a specialization in industrial production while the 
iiil ter specialize in raw materials. In large part it has been the economic ties 
between Eastern Europe and the U.S.S.R. which have been responsible for the 
tupid economic growth and industrialization of the former region. In fact. 

Eastern Europe has consistently had the highest rates of economic growth 
and industrialization of any region in the world. 
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Economic Relations Before and After the mid 1950s 

It is claimed by the Chinese that there was a qualitative change in the way in 
which the Soviet Union related to other socialist countries in the mid 1950s. 
They see Soviet Social Imperialism as a phenomenon of the 1960s and 1970s, 
while under the leadership of Stalin there were comradely relations among 
socialist countries. In examining this claim, it is essential to study the changes 
in the relationships between the Soviet Union and the other socialist countries 
before and after the mid-1950s. 

There was indeed a major change in the economic relations between these 
countries after 1956, but it was in exactly the opposite direction from that 
which the thesis of social imperialism predicts. The vastly one-sided trade 
policies and joint stock companies (beneficial to the Soviet Union) were ended 
in the period 1953-56 and considerable economic assistance was granted by 
the Soviets to Eastern Europe which had previously not been available. While 
prior to 1956 Soviet relations with Eastern Europe were exploitative (a basic, 
but not the sole, characteristic of imperialism), this has not been the case 
since 1956. Economic co-operation between COMECON countries and the 
Soviet Union before 1956 was largely dictated by the latter and designed to 
serve its interests. But since 1956 economic co-operation has been voluntary 
and projects participated in only when all parties independently agreed that 
it was in their interests. 

A leading example of the transformation in economic relations between 
Eastern Europe and the U.S.S.R. which occurred in the 1953-56 period was 
the liquidation of the inequitable joint stock companies which had been 
established in Eastern Europe in the aftermath of the Second World War. In 
these enterprises the bloc partners contributed labour and most of the 
material inputs, while the Soviets contributed the assets which were almost 
always former German owned properties and equipment expropriated by the 
Soviet Union in Eastern Europe. In good part German reparations took the 
form of equipment and factories formerly German owned (both in Germany 
and throughout Eastern Europe) staying in place but run by the Soviets 
usually in co-operative arrangements with the locals. Much of the industrial 
output of such enterprises was exported to the Soviet Union. When the 
economies of the East European countries were nationalized in the late 1940s, 
normally the only exceptions to the nationalization decree were the Soviet 
owned joint enterprises. 

From the 400 formerly German enterprises in Romania, 16 joint stock 
companies were formed in such key sectors as oil, civil aviation, river transport, 
banking, and lumber. In 1948-49 eight new companies were formed in 
chemicals, tractor manufacturing, natural gas, coal metallurgy, construction, 
films and insurance. In Bulgaria there were five joint stock companies (plus 
some wholly Soviet owned power stations) in non-ferrous mining, construct¬ 
ion, shipbuilding, civil aviation and uranium ore. In Hungary the Soviets 
incorporated at least 69 former German enterprises into joint stock companies. 

Most of the joint enterprises created were in countries formerly part of or 
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allied with Nazi Germany (Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, East Germany and 
Austria). But joint stock companies were also formed in Yugoslavia with the 
voluntary agreement of the Yugoslavs. The agreements signed in 1946 and 
1947 between the Soviets and the Yugoslavs stipulated that these companies 
were to promote the economic development of Yugoslavia and to serve as 
mechanisms by which the Soviets would channel capital goods and technical 
assistance to Yugoslavia. Two companies were formed, one in civil transport¬ 
ation and the other in Danubian shipping. In both cases they came to domin¬ 
ate their respective sectors, driving out purely Yugoslav enterprises. The Soviet 
managing of these enterprises to the advantage of the U.S.S.R. became an 
important issue in the split between the Yugoslavs and the Soviet Union in 
I948. 28 

The joint stock companies typically were granted concessions not available 
to purely locally owned enterprises. They often had special property and 
legal rights, and were normally free from taxation, customs duties and most 
foreign exchange restrictions. These privileges virtually amounted to extra¬ 
territoriality and gave them a strong competitive advantage over local state 
enterprises. 

The joint stock company was first developed with Mongolia, the world’s 
second socialist country, and with the Republic of China, both in the mid 
1920s. Among the first to be established were those in wool and leather 
procurement and export (trading companies) and the Chinese Eastern Railway, 
both initiated in 1924. In the course of the pre-World War II period, numer¬ 
ous other joint stock enterprises were established in all fields of trade, trans¬ 
port and banking. After the War joint enterprises were set up in mining and 
processing of oil and minerals. The mutually endorsed purposes of the 
numerous Mongolian-Soviet joint stock companies were to force out Chinese, 
Japanese, British and American capitalist interests and to aid the economic 
development of Mongolia. 29 

Following the outbreak of overt opposition to Soviet domination in 
Eastern Germany in 1953, the Soviets rapidly began to liquidate their various 
joint stock enterprises. They turned all assets over to the local countries and 
in the process recognized the disproportionate and unjust benefit the 
Soviet Union had been gaining from their operation. The earliest liquidations 
were partly in the form of outright gifts to the countries concerned and partly 
as sales to be paid off gradually. After the Polish and Hungarian events <5f 
1956, which also indicated considerable resentment against Soviet domination 
of Eastern Europe, all remaining joint stock companies (in both Eastern 
Europe and Mongolia) were turned over without compensation and almost 
all of the debt inherited from the earlier liquidation of joint stock companies 
was cancelled. By 1957 all but a single joint enterprise with Bulgaria (main¬ 
tained at Bulgaria’s insistence) had been liquidated and all assets turned over 
(almost always without charge) to the Eastern European governments. 30 

It is of some interest to note that after the liberation of China in 1949 
joint Soviet-Chinese stock companies were set up in oil, uranium prospecting, 
civil aviation and shipbuilding. But unlike in the cases of Mongolia and 
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Eastern Europe, when these joint enterprises were liquidated in 1954 the 
Soviets insisted on full payment (which was collected), making China unique 
among the socialist countries in this regard. The Manchurian railway, which 
had been joint Soviet-Chinese property before being taken over by Japan in 
the 1930s (the Soviets sold their interests to Manchukuo) and which reverted 
to Soviet control in 1945, was turned over to China in 1952. 31 

The voluntary liquidation of the inequitable joint stock companies of the 
1945-53 period, and the turning over of their assets to the various socialist 
countries without compensation (China excepted) is a phenomenon unknown 
to a capitalist imperialist country. The only known cases of amicable liqui¬ 
dations of imperialist owned enterprises (e.g. Arabian or Venezuelan oil 
holdings) occur on the basis of sale at prices acceptable to the imperialist 
owned transnational corporations. The Soviet Union’s mid 1950s massive 
liquidation of joint stock companies without compensation, at the very time 
when the Chinese and their supporters now argue capitalism was being 
restored and the Soviet Union was becoming social imperialist, is a strong 
argument against the Chinese thesis. The revival of the joint enterprise in 
recent years, on terms mutually agreeable to both the Soviets and the 
COMECON countries, must be considered a qualitatively different phenom¬ 
enon from the old East European enterprises in the ex-Axis countries in the 
1945-53 period. Rather than being set up and run primarily in order to aid 
the reconstruction of the Soviet Union (as a form of reparations), the current 
joint enterprises are entered into voluntarily by the various countries by mutual 
agreement and with benefit to all parties. Another key difference is that most of 
these present enterprises are located in the Soviet Union rather than in Eastern 
Europe, and are geared to the production and export of raw materials from 
the Soviet Union to the other COMECON countries (whereas the earlier joint 
stock companies were geared to exporting machinery and raw materials from 
Eastern Europe to the Soviet Union). The reality that the COMECON countries 
of Eastern Europe fare much better with the new joint enterprises than with 
the old joint stock companies directly contradicts the thesis that the Soviet 
Union has evolved in the direction of capitalism and social imperialism since 
1953. The qualitative change in economic relations between the East European 
countries and the U.S.S.R. after the mid 1950s (in terms of joint enterprises 
and also trade relations) refutes the Chinese notion of the development of 
social imperialism during this period. The evidence clearly shows that either 
the Soviet Union was social imperialist from at least 1945 and is becoming 
substantially less social imperialist over time, or that it is not social imperialist 
at all. The evidence is clearly incompatible with the notion that social imper¬ 
ialism has arisen since 1953. 

It might be added, out of fairness to the Soviets, that their exploitation of 
Eastern Europe in the post-World War II decade was historically justified by 
the fact that the Soviet Union had suffered so grievously to defeat fascism and 
liberate Eastern Europe. Thus all of Eastern Europe owed the Soviet Union a 
debt that could justly be repaid by aiding in the reconstruction of the devastated 
Soviet economy. Further it could be claimed that since the Red Army provided 
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the decisive ingredient in allowing local communist parties to assume leader- 
ship of their societies, the ‘motherland of socialism* was in the best position 
to decide for the newly bom socialist countries what policies they ought to 
adopt. Whether one accepts these arguments as legitimate or not, the reality 
is that the Soviet Union did insist on guiding all the world’s communist parties 
and all the new socialist states during this period. The Soviet Union for good 
or ill was hegemonic in Eastern Europe at this time. 

This hegemony over socialist countries has declined considerably since 
1953-56. Considerable deviations from Soviet positions are increasingly, if 
reluctantly, tolerated, that would not have been before 1956. Romania’s 
long-term and successful defiance is a leading example: she refused to partici¬ 
pate in the intervention in Czechoslovakia in 1968, consistently drags her 
feet on COMECON integration, maintains neutrality in the Sino-Soviet dispute, 
is a member of the International Monetary Fund, etc. So is the independence 
from Soviet leadership of most of the West European communist parties 
which has emerged since the mid 1960s. And Vietnam (until 1978) and the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea have both kept clear of the Sino- 
Soviet dispute. Yet the Soviet Union continues as a hegemonic force (albeit 
decreasingly successfully) as the intervention in Czechoslovakia in 1968 
showed. 

That the Soviets were considerably more active in interfering in the 
domestic affairs of the East European countries before 1956 than after, is 
illustrated by the drastic sanctions taken against Yugoslavia in 1948 and the 
military intervention in Hungary in 1956. The advice and supervision provided 
by the Soviets in every sphere of activity were all pervasive in determining the 
course of government and party policies in Eastern Europe before 1956. 

It is instructive to look at the actions taken by the Soviet Union against 
Yugoslavia in 1948 and Hungary in 1956 in comparison with the actions 
taken against China in 1960, Albania in 1961 and Czechoslovakia in 1968. If 
these interventions differed qualitatively, with the latter being manifestations 
of social imperialism, but not the former, we would have some support for the 
Chinese position. 


The Break with Yugoslavia 

Yugoslavia had, more than any other country in Eastern Europe, won its own 
revolution independently of Soviet assistance. Its base among the people had 
been won during the course of partisan warfare against the Germans and much 
of the country had been liberated without the aid of the Red Army. It had a 
long tradition of autonomy and militancy. It was Serbia that defied the 
demands of Austria-Hungary in 1914, setting off World War I. It was the 
Yugoslav resistance that most effectively defied Hitler in World War 11. It was 
Yugoslavia that in 1946 shot down a U.S. plane which had strayed over its 
territory, this incident precipitating the Cold War. And it was Yugoslavia that 
was the first among all the communist parties and socialist countries 
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successfully to resist Soviet hegemony. 

Although Yugoslavia had not collaborated with the Nazis in World War II, 
the Soviet Union adopted economic policies towards her which benefited 
mainly the Soviets. As we noted earlier, two joint Yugoslav-Soviet stock 
companies were set up in 1946, one of which came to have a virtual monopoly 
of Danube shipping, the other of internal air traffic. Most of the modem 
equipment formerly owned by the Yugoslavs was taken over by these 
companies. They paid no taxes or customs. For the purposes of allocating 
profits, the Yugoslav asset contributions were valued at 1938 prices, while the 
Soviet contributions were valued at the considerably inflated prices of 1946- 
47 (thereby giving the Soviets a disproportionate share of the profits). The 
Yugoslavs also had to pay 52 per cent higher rates than the Soviets for the 
use of river transport } 7 

After these two companies were set up, the Soviets began negotiations to 
set up joint companies in oil, non-ferrous metals, coal, iron and steel. In these 
negotiations the Soviets were insisting on special concessions. For example, 
the Yugoslav contribution to the oil company, for the purpose of allocating 
profits, would not be considered to include the land or oil in the ground, but 
only labour and equipment; the Soviets would be given priority access to the 
oil produced, and the joint stock companies would not have to grant welfare 
benefits to Yugoslav workers comparable to those given by solely Yugoslav 
enterprises. The Yugoslavs refused to conclude such agreements and began 
expressing resentment, both over the operation of the two existing companies 
and over the new Soviet demands. As for the Soviets, they were disturbed by 
the Yugoslavs* general independent role in the Balkans and wanted to bring 
them to heel. Two leading issues in this respect were Yugoslav support for the 
Greek insurgents and her attempt to dominate Albania. 

The actual break between Yugoslavia and the U.S.S.R. occurred over the 
Soviet demand in February 1948 that Bulgaria and Yugoslavia form a feder¬ 
ation. The Yugoslavs rejected this demand and as a result the Soviets, in 
March 1948, began taking strong sanctions against Yugoslavia. On March 18 
all Soviet military advisers were withdrawn, and on March 19 all economic 
advisers. An embargo was placed on trade with Yugoslavia by the Soviet 
Union and all the other socialist countries. This threatened the collapse of the 
Yugoslav economy which was heavily dependent on trade with the East 
European countries because of the West’s hostility to recent Yugoslav nationaliz¬ 
ations and the friendly relations since 1945 among the East European countries. 
The Yugoslav Communist Party was expelled from the world communist 
movement and its leaders compared to fascists. Leading communists were put 
on trial throughout Eastern Europe and charged with treason for being 
Titoists. The Soviets also tried to overthrow Tito’s leadership inside his own 
country by supporting alternative leadership within the Yugoslav Party. 
Although never carried out, the Soviets also made threats of military interven¬ 
tion against Yugoslavia. 

In response to these sudden and drastic sanctions imposed by the Soviet 
Union for defying its requests on the questions of joint stock companies. 
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federation with Bulgaria and policies in Albania and Greece, the Yugoslavs 
were forced to resort to desperate actions to mobilize domestic support and 
international aid to preserve their regime. In order to cement peasant support, 
they reduced pressures on the peasantry and reversed collectivization. To 
further consolidate enthusiasm in the working class, they adopted the system 
of workers’ councils which came to make basic policies for enterprises, 
thereby undercutting the economic plan and in good part restoring market 
principles to the Yugoslav economy with all the problems of unemployment, 
inflation, inequality, commercialism and all-round economic irrationality that 
this implies. Internationally the Yugoslavs were forced to turn to those who 
had previously been their arch enemies, the Americans, for economic assistance 
to prevent the collapse of their economy. The cost of Yugoslavia’s successful 
resistance to Soviet hegemonism in 1948 has been the degeneration of the 
most militant socialist country in Eastern Europe — the country which had 
the most enthusiastic support of its people - into a market socialist economy 
well on its way to restoring capitalism (in a joint state capitalist private 
capitalist form). 

Soviet sanctions against Yugoslavia were both more sudden and more 
drastic than the similar sanctions taken against China 12 years later. They 
were taken with less provocation and had considerably greater effects. The 
Soviet actions against China and Yugoslavia were, however, similar in that 
they were taken against two of the most militant and independent minded 
socialist regimes, regimes whose defiance of Soviet hegemony had the greatest 
chance of succeeding and thus of undermining Soviet hegemony all around 
the world. In no reasonable sense can Soviet action against Yugoslavia be 
considered justifiable, while the action against China is regarded as social 
imperialism. Yugoslavia’s tendencies to degenerate occurred after and because 
of Soviet sanctions. Yugoslavia’s fault was to defy Soviet hegemony, precisely 
the same thing that China began doing in 1957. Both interventions are 
equally examples of Soviet hegemonism. 


Intervention in Czechoslovakia 

The most cited and apparently clearest example of Soviet social imperialism was 
the intervention of the Soviet army, along with the armies of Poland, Hungary, 
Bulgaria and East Germany in Czechoslovakia in 1968, in order to reverse the 
course of Czech ‘liberalization’. The majority of Czechs would have preferred 
the Soviet army not to have intervened. But to prove social imperialism, it 
must be shown that the U.S.S.R. gained economic advantages (or at least that 
such was the intention) and that the intervention was against the more 
progressive forces and classes in the Czechoslovak struggle. In the case of U.S. 
imperialism, or other capitalist interventions, such elements can always be 
found. Capitalist imperialist intervention always overthrows popular regimes, 
like that of Goulart in Brazil, Arbenz in Guatemala, Mossadegh in Iran, 

Bosch in the Dominican Republic or Sihanouk in Cambodia, in order to instal 
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right wing military regimes in their place. The governments so installed 
then remove the restrictions on imperialist investment, encourage economic 
exploitation of their countries by transnational corporations, and typically 
become closely allied militarily with the U.S., granting the U.S. bases and 
other military assistance (including interventions in favour of the U.S. in 
third countries) when desired. If it cannot be shown that the Soviet inter¬ 
vention in Czechoslovakia was more or less equivalent to U.S. interventions 
in these respects, it cannot be cited as a case of social imperialism, however 
improper or hegemonic it may be judged. 

In judging whether the Czech intervention was a case of social imperialism, 
it is also instructive to examine other cases of military intervention by socialist 
countries, e.g. the Soviet intervention in Hungary in November 1956 and the 
Chinese ending of Tibetan autonomy in 1959. If it be granted that some 
interventions are legitimate, e.g. Hungary and Tibet, in order to counter 
rightist regimes, and that such interventions are not manifestations of social 
imperialism, then of course merely proving that a socialist country militarily 
intervenes in another is not proof of social imperialism. It must in addition be 
shown that the intervention was self-serving, that it reversed a progressive 
course and hindered the advance of socialism. Whether the Chinese are correct 
or not, they have consistently defended both the Soviet military intervention 
in Hungary and their own in Tibet, on the grounds that they were none of 
these things, that instead they were motivated by a desire to advance the 
interests of the working class and peasants in the countries intervened against. 
They argue these interventions were not self-serving, but rather effectively 
countered reactionary forces which were pushing these countries to the right. 
They argue further that they set or reset die intervened in country on the road 
to socialism, and that the world movement was spared a demoralizing reverse 
at the same time as the forces of imperialism were denied an important 
propaganda victory which might have undermined the solidarity, resolve and 
military position of the remaining socialist countries. If it can be shown that 
the intervention in Czechoslovakia was equivalent to the ones in Tibet and 
Hungary, rather than being similar, for example, to the U.S. intervention in 
1965 in the Dominican Republic, then the Chinese case for the Soviets being 
social imperialist in this instance cannot stand. 

As we shall see below the reforms which occurred in Czechoslovakia in 
1966-68 were led by and served the interests of the class of professionals and 
technocrats (the professional intelligentsia). These reforms neither had the 
support of the Czech working class nor were they in this class’s interest. They 
reflected a clear shift in power within Czech society from the working class to 
the new petty bourgeoisie of technicians and professionals who increasingly 
came to dominate Czech society in their own class interest. Their ideology of 
liberalism, which had such a great attraction in the West, served the interest 
of these intellectuals who wanted to be free of control by a working-class 
party, and of the industrial managers and state bureaucrats who wanted both 
more income and other privileges, and greater freedom to run enterprises and 
the economy without interference by the working class. If ever there was a 
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clear case of a socialist country going revisionist and moving rapidly towards 
restoring capitalism through using legal forms (rather than through extra-legal 
action as in Hungary in 1956), it was Czechoslovakia in the 1966-68 period. 

In the 1961-68 period the real wages of Czech workers grew at one of the 
slowest rates of any country (capitalist or socialist) in Europe. This was, how¬ 
ever, not true of the salaries of managerial and technical personnel. As a result 
the latter gained significantly in relation to the working class in the pre-1968 
period. From 196) to 1967 engineering and technical personnel increased 
their salaries some 42 per cent more than manual workers. 33 

The essence of the Czech reforms of 1968 were economic. They included: 

(1) the granting of managerial autonomy to industrial enterprise managers; 

(2) increasing the income of the new petty bourgeoisie at the expense of 
the workers; (3) the expansion of the use of material incentives, including 
incentive pay systems, for the workers; and (4) the reduction in trade union 
control over enterprises. 34 

The draft enterprise bill of 1968 called for three types of enterprise: (1) 
social enterprises which would be ‘autonomous units*, managed exclusively 
by their own directors within the broad framework of the government's 
general economic policies and solely responsible for their own business trans¬ 
actions and obligations, receiving no subsidies from the state and relating to 
one another and the public basically through the market; (2) privately owned 
co-operatives in the service, handicraft and other sectors which were to be 
entirely independent bodies; and (3) state owned organizations in certain 
basic services such as railways, water and roads which would be neither 
autonomous nor self-supporting. 33 The managers of the autonomous enter¬ 
prises were to be appointed by the state and made responsible for the 
effective management of their enterprises without interference from the state 
or trade unions. 36 

The reforms merely proposed pro forma workers* advisory organs to the 
management's indivisible authority. The reformers* fear of giving workers any 
say in enterprise management was based in their belief that the workers, if 
allowed to vote in such matters, would work for their own short-sighted 
economic interests and ignore economic viability. 37 Workers* participation 
was dismissed as ‘so-called direct democratism* — this being considered 
dangerous to the economy. Considerable anti-working class elitism permeated 
the proposals, discussions and plans of the Czech technocratic reformers. Not 
only did the wide ranging enterprise management reforms not include any real 
mechanism for workers’ participation in decision making, but the formal 
powers of the trade unions were also considerably cut back, so as to ‘improve 
management efficiency* and ‘create a freer flow of labour*. The unions* 
control over recruitment and specific questions in relation to hours, wages, 
und disciplinary actions were eliminated, making all decisions in these crucial 
fields the exclusive prerogative of management. 

Wages were to be determined by each enterprise. A significant part of them 
were to depend on the worker's output, i.e. piece work was increased. 

Direct penalties for poor quality work were to be instituted. And the abolition 


141 



Is the Red Flag Flying? 

of any restraints on firing workers meant that many would lose their jobs, yet 
no provisions were initially made to cover unemployment. (After strong 
opposition from workers, a 60 per cent rate of unemployment compensation 
was proposed.) The technocrats insisted that there wouldn't really be any 
significant unemployment, 39 but when a number of plants were closed for 
reasons of inefficiency, many jobs were lost. 40 

Those with greater ‘responsibility’ in production (managers and foremen) 
were to receive special remuneration as well as considerable bonuses depend¬ 
ent on the results of their efforts. 41 The creation of a much wider wage spread, 
allegedly intended to increase productivity through the use of material 
incentives, was a keystone of the whole reform. This ‘delevelling’ of wages 
was consistently defended by Dubcek as a means of combatting the ‘all 
destroying mediocracy’ 43 

After considerable working-class opposition to the enterprise reform was 
expressed, the idea of setting up workers’ councils with very limited author¬ 
ity was reluctantly introduced. These councils, far less influential than those 
in Yugoslavia, were to be mainly advisory bodies to management with a 
number of members being appointed as experts. Only in the most basic 
questions, where workers’ wages could be jeopardized, would the councils 
have a veto over managerial prerogatives. Throughout the revised proposal 
on workers’ councils, it was stressed that the managers must still run the 
enterprise, determine the programme of development and control personnel 
policy. It was stipulated that the managers could be dismissed by the councils 
only in the most extreme and specified conditions. 43 

The Czech working class not only had nothing to do with formulating these 
liberal reforms, there was active working class opposition to them. There was 
particular resentment over the imposed reforms which involved economic 
penalties for poor work, the threat of unemployment, the linking of salaries 
to enterprise income, the closing of inefficient plants and the removal of wage 
equalization policies. 44 Most workers were opposed to the whole package of 
economic reforms, understanding that they would operate against their 
interests. They saw them as an attack on their wages and economic security. 44 
A public opinion poll administered in the spring of 1968 reported that 36 
per cent of all people expected their economic situation to get worse in the 
immediate future and that another 37 per cent were uncertain about their 
future economic situation. 46 

Numerous strikes, slow downs, refusals to pay union dues and protests on 
the part of workers in opposition to the technocratic liberal reforms occurred, 
beginning in 1966 and continuing through 1968. Some of the workers* strike 
actions were spontaneous protests against reorganization of production lines 
or plant closures and similar issues, while others were offensive actions to 
demand changes in the workers* favour in the running of enterprises. Large 
numbers of letters were received by Czech newspapers from workers 
protesting against the reforms. 47 In January and February 1968 Novotny, 
the ex-party secretary who had been deposed by the libera) technocratic 
reformers, began to agitate among industrial workers against the economic 
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reforms. At one Prague factory he received enthusiastic applause when he 
declared: ‘If to be a conservative means to oppose the lowering of the workers' 
standard of living, I am proud to be a conservative. 148 

In 1969 — a year after the intervention — there was an active rank and file 
movement within the Czech Communist Party (branded ‘ultraconservatives* 
by the Western press) which grew impatient at the slowness of the reversal of 
the liberalization measures, and which mounted an active (and in good part 
successful) campaign against liberals in the Party. The Soviets were apparently 
fearful of this rank and file movement, worrying that it might adopt a pro- 
Chinese, anti-bureaucratic, militant, anti-revisionist form. 49 This widespread 
and influential movement indicates considerable ongoing working-class oppo¬ 
sition to liberalization. 

During the late 1960s, the role of the Communist Party in Czech society 
was in the process of being very much constricted and weakened. 50 In the 
summer of 1968 there was a debate on amendments to the Party constitution 
to allow minorities within the Party to voice public disagreements with the 
majority, and to permit the organization of factions within the Party. The 
Soviets argued that this would have transformed the party ‘into a debating 
club 1 . 51 

Beginning in 1965 and 1966, North American programmes began to 
appear on Czech T.V. Jackie Gleason, Dinah Shore, Dr. Kildare and the 97th 
l*recinct became regular features. 51 In June 1968 direct control of the content 
of the mass media by state agencies was abolished. The intellectuals took full 
advantage of this change to call increasingly into question more and more of 
lhe socialist institutions of Czech society. 53 In the course of 1968 there was 
also a mushrooming of political clubs and other organizations and an increase 
In the demand to restore some of the old non-Communist political parties. 54 

In the realm of foreign policy, the Czechs cut back their military assistance 
tu Egypt and Nigeria (Egypt’s defeat at the hands of the Zionists had just 
taken place and the war against Biafra’s secession was going on at the time), 
favourable public discussion of the Israeli and Biafran positions began to 
appear. There was increasing discussion of an ‘independent’ foreign policy for 
Czechoslovakia, improved relations with West Germany, and all-round improved 
lelations with Western Europe. 55 The rapid development of events - especially 
the growing Czechoslovak coolness to participation in the Warsaw Pact and 
lupport of Third World struggles, and a wanning towards NATO countries 
specially West Germany - caused considerable anxiety among the other 
porticipants in the Warsaw Pact. East Germany, Poland and the Soviet Union 
nil have very real reasons to fear NATO, and especially West Germany, given 
lhe history of the 20th century. 

The increase in unfriendly comments about the Soviet Union appearing in 
itic mass media was also a cause of alarm in the U.S.S.R., always most 
sensitive about maintaining a solid front of Warsaw Pact countries against 
possible invasion from the West. 56 

The Soviets during 1968 expressed increasing concern to the Czechs, about 
both the course of their domestic and their foreign policies. They argued that 
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socialism was being undermined in Czechoslovakia, and that the Warsaw 
Treaty's front against possible Western attack was being undermined. The 
Soviets expressed their concern about the course of domestic events to the 
Czechs as follows: 

The developments of events in your country causes us deep apprehension. 
The offensive by the reaction supported by imperialism against your party 
and the foundations of the social regime in the Czechoslovak Socialist 
Republic threatens, we are deeply convinced, to push your country away 
from the socialist path, and consequently, threatens the interests of the 
whole socialist system . . . Anti-socialist and revisionist forces have taken 
the press, radio, and television into their own hands and have transformed 
them into a tribune for the attacks on the Communist Party, for the 
disorientation of the working class and all working people, for an unbridled 
anti-socialist demagogy, and for undermining friendly relations between 
the USSR and the other socialist countries ... In this atmosphere attacks 
are being carried out against the socialist foreign policy of the USSR and 
against alliance and friendship with the socialist countries. One hears voices 
which demand the re-examination of our joint and agreed policy toward 
the Federal Republic of Germany regardless of the fact that the West 
German government follows without change a policy hostile to the interest 
of the security of our countries. Attempts by the government of the FRG 
and the revanchists to engage in a flirtation find echoes in the leading 
circles of your country .. . The leading circles of the FRG display 
particular activity ; they intend to make use of events in Czechoslovakia in 
order to plant the seeds of disagreements among the socialist countries, to 
isolate the GDR, and to cany out their revanchist plans ... Do you not 
see that the counterrevolution deprives you of one position after another, 
and that the party is losing control over the course of events and is 
retreating more and more under the pressure of anti-Communist forces? 

... It is our conviction that a situation has been created where the threat 
to the socialist foundations of Czechoslovakia menaces the common vital 
interests of the remaining socialist countries. The peoples of our countries 
would never forgive us for indifference and carelessness in the face of that 
danger . . . Our parties and peoples bear the historic responsibility for not 
allowing the loss of the revolutionary gains already obtained .. . This is 
why we consider that a resolute rebuff to the anti-Communist forces and 
a resolute struggle for the preservation of the socialist regime in 
Czechoslovakia are not only your task but also our task. 57 

The Soviets, together with the four other Warsaw Pact states which were 
tfiortly to intervene in Czechoslovakia, issued a letter to the Czech Party on 
July IS 1968 which very explicitly expressed their fears and intentions: 

We cannot accept that the hostile forces push your country away from the 
socialist path and create the threat of pulling Czechoslovakia out of the 
socialist commonwealth. This is not only your problem. This is the common 
problem of all Communist and Workers' parties and of all states united by 
alliance, co-operation, and friendship. This is a matter of common concern 
for the countries which have joined together in the Warsaw Treaty in order 
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to ensure their independence as well as peace and security in Europe and 
to erect an unsurpassable barrier against attempts by imperialist forces of 
aggression and revanche . . . The borders of the socialist world were pushed 
into the centre of Europe up to the Elbe and the Shumar Mountains. We 
shall never assent to the prospect of a threat to these historic achievements 
of socialism as well as to the independence and security of our peoples. 

We shall never assent to the prospect that imperialism might peacefully or 
not, from the outside or the inside, make a breach in the socialist system 
and change the balance of power in Europe to its advantage. 58 


The doctrine, invoked when the five countries sent their troops (unopposed) 
into Czechoslovakia, reflected the principles contained in the above two 
statements. To what extent the intervention was in fact motivated by these 
ideals can only be evaluated in the light of the evidence for this model versus 
ihe evidence for a social imperialist type intervention. It is a fact that the 
Soviets and four other countries sent troops into Czechoslovakia to reverse 
the liberal reforms. It is also a fact that this intervention was not generally 
welcomed by the Czech people, even though the Czech working class was 
opposed to the economic reforms. It is equally a substantial fact that the 
liberal reforms were a product of the new petty bourgeoisie of professionals 
and technocrats, were instituted against the working class, served the interests 
of the class which proposed and implemented them, and at least the economic 
reforms,which were the heart of the entire programme, were often actively 
fought by the working class. The Soviet intervention, even though it was not 
called for by the Czech working class, was nevertheless decisively on their 
aide in the internal class conflict which Czech society was undergoing around 
the question of liberalizing the economy to the advantage of the managerial 
class. Furthermore, the subsequent measures forced on the regime by the 
Soviets had considerable support in the Czech working class. The intervention, 
unlike any by a capitalist imperialist country, overthrew the rule of a privi¬ 
leged elite that was consolidating itself; and restored a regime much more 
favourable to the interests of the lower classes. This alone would make the 
accusation of social imperialism questionable. 

In addition, it must be pointed out that no special Soviet economic ad¬ 
vantage was gained through the intervention. As we have already shown, the 
economic relationship between Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union today is 
fully equitable and most beneficial to countries like Czechoslovakia. No 
Investment opportunities, special trading rights or other economic concess¬ 
ions were granted the Soviets as a result of their intervention. This, too, 

•harply distinguishes it from interventions by capitalist imperialist countries. 

The Soviet and other Warsaw Pact countries' arguments about maintaining 
military security also reflected a very real concern. Eastern Europe had been 
Invaded and conquered twice in the previous S3 years by the Germans. The 
Soviets alone, as previously mentioned, had suffered the loss of 20 million 
lives only 25 years before. They are militarily inferior to the U.S./NATO 
countries, especially in nuclear weapons. Whether realistically or not, they 
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are extremely afraid of another attack by West Germany and the U.S., 
and are thus insistent on maintaining the integrity of the Warsaw Pact as long 
as NATO exists. While the wishes of one or another East European people 
to be neutral in the dispute between East and West may get trampled on by 
the Soviets, to call their insistence that the Warsaw Pact stay solid 'social 
imperialist’, which implies domination in the self-serving economic interest 
of the Soviet Union, is a considerable distortion. 


Hungary, 1956 

Clearly, at least in the eyes of the Chinese and their followers, military inter¬ 
vention is not sufficient to categorize a country or action as social imperialist 
since China (and Yugoslavia) at the time supported, and has continued to 
support, the Soviet intervention in Hungary in November 1956. China argues 
this was justified by the need to prevent the complete overturn of the socialist 
system there and its replacement by capitalism. Let us examine the difference 
and similarities between the 1956 intervention in Hungary and the 1968 
intervention in Czechoslovakia. 59 

Because of serious bureaucratic distortions and forced industrialization in 
the previous seven years, there was considerable unrest amongst the Hungarian 
population, including the industrial working class, which manifested itself in 
spontaneous riots and rebellions in October 1956 after a period of liberaliz¬ 
ation. During the course of two weeks, the Hungarian Workers’ Party (the 
Communists) virtually fell apart and ceased to function. There were numerouk 
acts of terror against Communists. The old pre-socialist political parties were 
reorganized and started to function again. Openly anti-socialist propaganda 
and agitation became common and foreign supported rightist groups began 
to operate. In two weeks the situation in Hungary degenerated a lot more than 
its equivalent in Czechoslovakia in 1968, where the Communist Party con¬ 
tinued to function and criticism of the socialist system remained much less 
vociferous. On the other hand, the Hungarian working class, unlike the Czech, 
was actively involved in the process. Hungarian workers formed workers 1 
councils which tended to be pro-socialist but anti-party, while the Czech 
workers in 1968 were hostile to the basic liberalization reforms and split on 
the question of Soviet intervention. Had the Soviets not intervened in 
November 1956, it is likely that within a short time a Western type of parlia¬ 
mentary regime, not under the leadership of a communist or socialist party, 
would have come to power and undone most of the socialist reforms of the 
previous ten years. As in the case of Czechoslovakia, the Soviets were mainly 
interested in preserving the Warsaw Pact as a defensive screen against Western 
invasion. They saw the Hungarian withdrawal from the Pact and adherence to 
neutrality (steps the Czechs never took) as a major threat to their defences. 

In short, except that the Hungarian working class (unlike the Czech) gave 
active support to the liberalization process, the Hungarian events represented 
a greater immediate threat to both socialist institutions and Soviet defence thmi 


146 



Soviet Relations with has tern Europe 


did the Czechoslovak events. 

Both the Yugoslavs and the Chinese argue that the intervention in Hungary 
was an act of'proletarian international ism’ while the intervention in 
Czechoslovakia was not. However, to make this argument, one must analyse 
both the motives of the intervening power and the conditions in the countries 
intervened against, and not just refer to the act of intervention. To make a 
credible case that the Czech intervention, but not the Hungarian, was a 
manifestation of social imperialism, it must be shown that the Soviets were 
pursuing their own economic interests in the former case, (i.e. that they 
gained economically from the Czech intervention), but not from the Hungarian. 
It would probably also be necessary to establish that pro-working class forces 
were supported in the Hungarian intervention, but anti-working class forces 
were supported in the Czech. Neither of these two points can be substant¬ 
iated. The Soviets did not gain economically from either intervention 
(although their defence structure was preserved in both cases). Further, they 
actively opposed the workers’ council movement among the Hungarian 
workers while essentially siding with the Czech working class in 1968. In sum 
both the Czech and the Hungarian events must be categorized as instances of 
Soviet hegemonism, albeit hegemonism exercised by and large in the interests 
of the preservation and advance of socialism. Neither of these actions can 
legitimately be considered manifestations of social imperialism since both 
arc lacking the essential characteristics of the interventions by the advanced 
capitalist countries in the affairs of Third World nations. 


The Autonomy of Eastern Europe Today 

The consistent independence of Romania is clear proof that the East European 
COMECON countries today exercise great autonomy from the Soviet Union 
und cannot be categorized as satellites, either in the sense of being economi¬ 
cally exploited by, or politically subordinate to, the Soviet Union. The 
Interests of the COMECON countries seem pretty much to coincide. The 
economic relationships among them are mutually beneficial, although 
piobably somewhat less so for the Soviet Union. Their military alliance is 
mutually advantageous since they all fear a U.S./West German sponsored 
revanche, invasion or support of local reactionary forces. The fact that the 
COMECON countries freely choose whether to participate in joint projects 
(often declining a specific invitation) is further proof that they are not co¬ 
ordinated by some central decision making bureau operating out of the Soviet 
Union. There are considerable differences in economic organization amongst 
them (e.g. between Hungary and East Germany), degree of liberalization 
(e g. Bulgaria and Hungary), degree of collectivization (Poland versus the rest 
of Eastern Europe), worker participation in industrial management (Poland 
versus Hungary), involvement with world capitalist economic institutions such 
mI lie l.M.F. (Romania is a member), economic relations with the U.S. 

(Poland accepts U.S. foreign aid), relations with other socialist countries 
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(Romania is on good terms with China), etc. Before 1956 the U.S.S.R. was 
clearly the hegemonic power in Eastern Europe and used its position to its 
own economic advantage. Although the Soviet Union continues to insist on 
the integrity of the Warsaw Pact and vows to prevent the total disintegration 
of socialism in any of the COMECON countries, it can no longer be said that 
the COMECON countries are exploited by, or subordinate to, the Soviet 
Union in anything like the way many Third World countries are subordinate 
to the U.S. and other advanced capitalist countries. 

The Soviet Union within rather broad parameters is still hegemonic.in most 
of Eastern Europe, but does not use its superior position in its own economic 
interests as it would if it were a social imperialist superpower. The countries 
of Eastern Europe by and large control their own affairs provided only that 
the basic socialist organization of their society is preserved, and continued 
participation in the Warsaw Pact is ensured. The economies of the COMECON 
countries are co-ordinated in the genuine interests of all participants and the 
beneficial trade and aid relations with the U.S.S.R. have greatly helped the 
industrialization of the six Eastern European countries since 1956. To sum up, 
while the U.S.S.R. is hegemonic in Eastern Europe, in no sense can it be 
considered to be social imperialist. 
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8. Soviet Relations with the 
Non-socialist Third World 


In this chapter we will examine Soviet economic and political relations with 
the non-socialist countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America in order to 
determine whether its relations with them are imperialistic, or hegemonic, or 
truly supportive of progressive and revolutionary movements in ways which 
offer no special advantage (other than the weakening of Western imperialism). 
We will examine Soviet economic assistance, military aid and anything that 
could be considered analogous to Soviet investments. Through looking at the 
case of one of the U.S.S.R/s main trading partners in the Third World — India 
- the nature of Soviet export and import trade with the Third World will also 
be examined. In considering these economic relations, careful attention is 
paid to the question of whether Soviet assistance and trade are essentially 
analogous to that of the leading Western capitalist countries. Can the Soviet 
Union be said to exploit the countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America, to 
hinder their economic development and to make them subservient to Soviet 
interests? This chapter also examines whether the Soviet Union intervenes 
politically in Third World countries against the interests of progressive and 
revolutionary movements in order to advance its own narrow self-interest. In 
this examination, the countries and situations which China and her supporters 
most often cite as manifestations of Soviet social imperialism are looked at 
in turn : India, Bangladesh, Cambodia, Angola and the Horn of Africa. 


Economic Assistance 

The foreign assistance of a typical capitalist imperialist country such as the 
United States is designed to: (1) facilitate the exports of the major domestic 
corporations to the Third World (assistance is almost exclusively in the form 
of export credits which must be used on designated products of the donor’s 
major corporations); (2) pressure the recipient countries to follow policies 
favourable to the transnational corporations based in the donor country, (e.g. 
no restrictions on the repatriation of profits, no protection of locally owned 
businesses, low wages, etc.); and (3) very often, result in a profit for the 
ireasury of the donor nation which normally requires repayment with interest 
in hard currency. 1 In this section Soviet foreign assistance is examined to 
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determine whether it possesses similar characteristics. 

Before the mid 1950s the Soviet Union did not provide economic or 
military assistance to non-socialist countries. It was not until ten years after 
the end of World War II and some years after the beginning of the programme 
of U.S. assistance that the Soviets began their foreign assistance programme. 
The total amount of Soviet foreign assistance to the less developed capitalist 
countries of the Third World has fairly consistently averaged only about 10 
per cent of U.S. aid in the period 1954 to 1974. In the period 1954 to 1965 
Soviet aid averaged 8 per cent of U.S. aid, while in the period 1967 to 1974 
it averaged 10 per cent, a slight but not very impressive growth. 

Over three-quarters of all Soviet aid to the Third World is to the Near 
East and South Asia. In the period 1954-74, the largest recipients of Soviet 
aid were: India (51,943 million), Egypt (S1300 million), Afghanistan 
($826 million), Iran ($750 million), Pakistan ($652 million), Iraq ($549 
million), Turkey ($530 million), Algeria ($425 million), and Syria ($417 
million). Priorities in aid for these countries were basically the same in the 
periods 1954-66 and 1967-74, with the exception that aid to Turkey and 
Pakistan has been concentrated in the post 1966 period (most of Pakistan’s 
aid has been granted since the restoration of civilian rule in 1971 and before 
the overthrow of Bhutto). In the post 1966 period, Chile, (prior to Allende’s 
overthrow in 1973), Bangladesh, Argentina (during the neo-Peronist period) 
and Guinea have also been major recipients of Soviet aid. 1 An examination of 
the countries favoured by Soviet aid reveals two factors motivating its 
distribution: (1) Soviet strategic interests around its southern borders, e.g. 
Turkey, Iran, India, Pakistan and Afghanistan, which seems to dictate aid 
independent of the nature of the regimes; and (2) support of progressive anti¬ 
imperialist forces, e.g. Iraq, Algeria, Egypt (during the pre Sadat period), 
Syria, Argentina (during the neo-Peronist period), Chile (during the Allende 
years), Guinea and Pakistan (during the Bhutto era). 

In terms of the total amount of aid received, the two factors appear 
equally important. India, a mildly progressive regime somewhat antagonistic 
to U.S. imperialism and to the Chinese, and fitting to some extent into both 
categories, has been the major recipient of aid. Regimes like in Chile, Algeria, 
Guinea and Argentina seem to have received it for purely political reasons. 
And regimes, such as in Iran (the fourth biggest recipient of Soviet aid) and 
Turkey, seem to have received it for purely strategic reasons. We should note 
that, since the independence of Bangladesh in 1971, the Soviets have been 
even handed in their aid to India and Bangladesh on the one side and to 
Pakistan on the other. Since the 1971 War Pakistan has received $496 
million, India $350 million, and Bangladesh $299 million. 3 

Only in the Near East and South Asia is Soviet aid more than a quarter of 
that of the U.S. In the post 1967 period it was only greater than American aid 
in Guinea, Mali, the Sudan, Argentina, Afghanistan, Egypt, Iraq and Syria. In 
this period U.S. economic aid to India was ten times greater than Soviet aid 
($3,552 million for the U.S. compared to $350 million for the Soviets), and 
four times greater for Bangladesh than Soviet aid. 
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About 95 per cent of Soviet aid to non-socialist countries is in the form of 
export credits, i.e. promises to deliver Soviet products in return for eventual 
repayment. As a rule these credits call for repayment over a 12 year period 
from one year after completion of a project, generally in goods and at 2Vi to 3 per 
cent interest. In the event of the country having difficulty in meeting its 
repayments, the U.S.S.R. often extends the repayment terms, frequently after 
long periods of grace. Sometimes it even cancels outstanding debts altogether. 

The interest rate on U.S. loans is now the same as on Soviet loans, but the 
form of repayment is very different. Repayment to the Soviets is in the form 
of locally produced goods, very often the goods produced by enterprises 
developed with Soviet assistance, thus ensuring that these enterprises are 
making a net addition to the local economy and not depriving it of either 
foreign exchange or the products of other enterprises. Repayment in local 
goods rather than in foreign currency distinguishes Soviet aid from U.S. and 
most West European aid. The latter requires payment in dollars or their 
equivalent, an undesirable and difficult task for Third World countries, since 
to pay back a loan in dollars or any other ‘hard’ currency requires an increase 
In exports, meaning emphasis on developing the export sector, (in contrast, to 
pay back in local currencies or goods does not.) Increasing exports to make 
repayments often entails forcing down the world market price for raw 
materials so that the labour necessary for repayment is greater than would be 
the case if the donor took local goods or currency. Further, the Western 
Insistence on repayment in ‘hard* currency means that the international divis¬ 
ion of labour between advanced industrial exporters and backward raw 
material exporters is aggravated. This is because the country being aided must 
gear its economy to expanding raw material exports. Again in contrast, repay¬ 
ment in local goods or currencies (especially, as is the case with Soviet aid, in 
manufactured goods produced from the industries financed by the assistance) 
facilitates industrialization and undermines the international division of labour. 

In comparison to U.S. aid. Third World states find the Soviet method of repay¬ 
ment a most agreeable aspect of her assistance. 4 

Repayment in goods produced by the enterprises constructed with Soviet 
aid has the additional benefit of providing a market for an industrial enter¬ 
prise which might otherwise have difficulty selling its output. This is likely to 
I* the case where a project, essential for all-round and rapid economic growth, 

In built before there is sufficient domestic demand. For example, a techno¬ 
logically efficient steel mill might have to produce, say, one million tons of 
■teel a year to be run efficiently, but local demand might only be 500,000 
ions, not enough to justify building a local mill. However, if a local steel mill 
existed, it would greatly facilitate economic growth such that in a few years 
local demand for steel might well be one million tons. By accepting payment 
in locally produced industrial goods, the Soviets thus accelerate the rate of 
industrialization of a country by allowing it to increase its industrial capacity 
(and hence its ability to accelerate its all-round economic growth) more 
rapidly than local demand would allow. By 1971 about 20 per cent of all 
Soviet imports from the less developed non-socialist economies were industrial 
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goods. For example, tractors, industrial machinery, aluminum products, 
rolled steel, wire, automobile stampings, clothing, fabrics, footwear, furniture 
and other consumer goods. Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan repay much of Soviet 
aid with natural gas and petroleum (from projects in good part developed 
with Soviet aid). 

An additional aspect of the Soviet practice of accepting repayment in 
goods produced by projects built with their own aid is that this gives them a 
special interest in ensuring both the high quality of the goods produced with 
their assistance and the smooth running of these enterprises. It should also be 
remembered from our earlier discussion that the Soviet Union is virtually self- 
sufficient in raw materials and actually a net exporter of petroleum, natural 
gas and almost all metals. So it cannot be considered to be driven to acquiring 
otherwise unobtainable raw materials through foreign aid. 

Soviet aid generally has few strings attached. It is efficient and allows for 
considerable flexibility. In the mid and late 1950s, when the Soviet Union 
first began granting foreign assistance to non-socialist, less developed countries, 
it tended to specialize in highly visible projects such as the Aswan dam, a 
major steel mill in India, or sports stadiums. However, this is no longer the 
case. Since the 1960s Soviet aid has focused on promoting sustained and 
balanced economic development, rather than on a few large projects. Soviet 
aid projects receive priority treatment - the best Soviet engineers and 
designers, and the best resources available. Emphasis is given to training local 
technicians (both on site and in the Soviet Union) and turning the operation 
of projects over to them. 6 

Soviet aid does result in expanding the U.S.S.R.’s relations with Third 
World countries. On the one hand, once a project is completed, the U.S.S.R. 
is in a position to provide spare parts and to sell equivalent goods to those who 
have become used to dealing with it. On the other hand, the local countries 
must export locally produced goods to the Soviet Union in repayment. Once 
such a trade pattern is established, it is likely that it will continue after repay¬ 
ment is completed. It is important to note that the Soviet Union does not have 
ownership rights in the enterprises established through its assistance. Owner¬ 
ship rights remain with locals, almost always with the state sector. However, it 
should be noted that, for the first time, in 1970,an agreement (with India) for 
the establishment of jointly conducted productive enterprises on the Eastern 
European model was approved. 7 

Soviet aid goes almost exclusively to the state sector. This allows the local 
government to establish an economic basis independent of private enterprise, 
as well as free of ties to foreign corporations. The Soviets also emphasize 
industrial projects. From 1955 to 1965, about 55 per cent of its aid went into 
them. This emphasis has become even more pronounced since the mid 1960s. 
Since then, up to the mid 1970s, about 65 per cent of Soviet aid has been for 
industry. About 20 per cent of all Soviet aid since 1954 has been for the 
construction of steel plants. 8 In both its almost exclusive aid to the state 
sector and in its great emphasis on industrialization, Soviet aid differs radically 
from U.S. aid. The latter emphasizes the private sector, both directly and in 
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terms of the conditions which require the local government to promote private 
enterprise, especially U.S. corporations* investments. U.S. aid also almost never 
assists industrial development (almost all U.S. aid is for development of raw 
material production or infrastructure that facilitates raw material exports). 
Needless to say, Soviet aid encourages all-round development, economic 
independence and the strengthening of the state sector, while discouraging 
dependence on foreign owned corporations and U.S. and European imperial¬ 
ism. U.S. assistance encourages specialization in raw material exports, and 
facilitates the investments of U.S. corporations and general dependence on the 
U.S. 

One of the major accomplishments of Soviet aid has been that it has 
stimulated the amount given by capitalist countries. It has even increased the 
latters* willingness to give aid to the state sector and industrial projects, and 
led them to improve their terms by reducing the interest rates to the 2.5 per 
cent level offered by the Soviets and attaching fewer conditions to loans. 

The Soviets provide extensive technical assistance to the Third World in 
the form of training in modem skills. In 1975 there were about 18,000 
technicians in the Soviet Union from the less developed countries. By that 
year, the Soviets had also trained about 23,000 local technicians in the U.S.S.R. 
nnd 450,000 on the job in the Third World. 10 They provide elaborate training 
projects which are far superior to those provided for locals by the West’s trans¬ 
national corporations. The Soviets train locals for positions of responsibility at 
all levels of the operation since it is they who will be running the enterprises. 
Ixxals are also very often integrated into the designing of projects. 11 Such 
technical assistance is considered part of the costs of project construction and 
id must be eventually reimbursed by the local government. 

By the end of 1972 an estimated SI .4 billion had been repaid on more than 
S4 billion in actual Soviet aid distributed to the less developed non-socialist 
countries. Repayments reached S260 million in 1972. 12 Repayments in 
locally produced goods in 1973-74 accounted for about 10 per cent of total 
Soviet imports from the less developed non-socialist countries. Because of a 
reduction in Soviet economic aid to India and Egypt in recent years, plus the 
fact that so much assistance was granted to these countries in the 1950s and 
l%0s, the value of the goods exported to the Soviet Union in repayment for 
pust aid has exceeded the value of new assistance in the mid-1970s. 13 It should 
also be noted that, because the Soviet Union often agrees to take repayment 
In goods it does not really need, it sometimes resells these goods on the world 
market. 

Soviet foreign assistance is a real burden on the Soviet economy because, 
a* a planned economy, it has full employment and no surplus production 
rapacity or workers. Everything produced in the Soviet Union has an 
immediate domestic use. In a capitalist economy, on the other hand, there is 
a perpetual spare capacity which can be brought into production via aid- 
mbsidized exports to the less developed countries. With the U.S., foreign 
oiiistance actually takes the form of the American government paying its 
mrporations to ship goods to the Third World, i.e. subsidizing private 
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enterprise to increase production and profits. Without such a state subsidy to 
private enterprise, the goods exported would never have been produced and 
the profits made never have been gained. In this way foreign assistance does 
not reduce total consumption in a capitalist economy. But it does reduce the 
total amount of goods available to a socialist economy. 14 Thus, although the 
less developed countries have to pay a two and a half to three per cent interest 
rate on the credits they get from the Soviet Union, a considerable subsidy 
component is contained in these loans. For if she did not export advanced 
equipment to the less developed countries on credit for local industrial projects, 
but instead utilized such equipment at home, its contribution to Soviet 
economic growth would be far higher (since the Soviet rate of growth averages 
7 per cent) than the tiny rate of interest she gets on foreign assistance. 

Suggestions that the Soviet Union is an imperialist countiy, driven by the 
same economic logic as a monopoly capitalist country, are also not substan¬ 
tiated by the data on the role of foreign assistance in the Soviet economy. 

The value of Soviet foreign assistance totals only 0.23 per cent of the Soviet 
net material product (compared to 0.54 per cent of the U.S.*sG.N.P.);0.57 
per cent of the value of total fixed capital investment (compared to 4.0 per 
cent of the U.S.’s); and 4.1 per cent of total Soviet exports (compared to 
12.2 per cent of the US.’s). In Lenin’s model of the motive force of imperia¬ 
lism, foreign investment serves as the primary mechanism by which the capital 
accumulation process can continue. Quite clearly nothing like the process laid 
out by Lenin could possibly be operating in the Soviet Union where domestic 
capital investment is 200 times larger than foreign aid. We must also take into 
account that there has been a slight decrease in the ratio of Soviet foreign 
assistance to domestic fixed capital formation from the period 1955-66 to 
the period 1967-74. This shows that there is no tendency to need overseas 
capital outlets to maintain the rate of capital accumulation inside the U.S.S.K 

It is interesting to contrast Soviet assistance to that from the People’s 
Republic of China. An examination of the leading recipients of Chinese aid 
reveals that its motive does not appear to be very different from that of Soviol 
aid. Both countries seem to combine support of progressive regimes, e.g. 
Tanzania and Indonesia (before 1965), with strategic considerations, e.g. 
Pakistan, Zaire and Zambia. 15 In the Chinese case, strategic considerations 
primarily imply winning friends against the Soviet Union and hence supporting 
regimes which tend to be hostile to the Soviets. For the Soviets, strategic 
interests mainly imply an attempt to neutralize U.S. influence (e.g. in Iran, 
Turkey and the Middle East in general), but also secondarily Chinese influent* 
(e.g. supporting the only mildly progressive Indian regime against China, and 
attempting to neutralize Chinese influence in Pakistan). 

Chinese assistance terms are more generous than Soviet, and dollar for 
dollar it is probably more effective in winning friends and encouraging local 
development. However, the differences between the two are not sufficient to 
call the first truly altruistic and the second a form of imperialism. Soviet 
assistance is far more beneficial to the less developed countries than American 
aid (dollar for dollar), and results in making them less dependent on imperialism 
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It promotes industrialization and helps the containment of private industry 
(local and international) without generating significant dependence on the 
Soviet Union (other than that implicit in securing spare parts). 


Economic Assistance: The Case of India 

As one of the two leading recipients of Soviet aid in the Third World, it is 
instructive to examine the case of India. Although since 1954 India has been 
the principal recipient of Soviet economic assistance in the non-socialist world, 
most of this was received in the 1950s and during the first part of the 1960s 
when India was leader of the non-aligned movement in the Third World, 
(ienerous Soviet aid was given during this period in order to encourage 
xitnilar policies in both India and other countries, as well as to encourage the 
advance of progressive domestic policies within India. When India's role as a 
major progressive force in the Third World declined (its domestic policies also 
showing less progressive promise), Soviet assistance declined. In the period 
1967-74 India has received only one credit from the Soviet Union (for 
S.150 million in 1973). 16 

By far and away the major supplier of economic assistance to India in both 
the 1954-66 and the 1967-74 periods has been the U.S. It has supplied 4.3 
limes more assistance than the Soviet Union to India in the period 1954-74 
us a whole and 10 times as much in the most recent period (1967-74). It is 
clear that not only does the U.S. dominate foreign assistance to India, but it 
lx also dwarfing the Soviets more and more in this respect. 

India, along with Egypt, were in the mid 1950s the first non-socialist 
countries to receive Soviet economic assistance. The generous terms of repay¬ 
ment offered by the Soviets (two and a half per cent rate of interest and 
lepayment in local goods for the most part not saleable for hard currency in 
the world market, or in goods actually produced in factories built with Soviet 
assistance) forced the U.S. and other capitalist countries to offer economic 
iissistance on much better terms to India in order to keep up with the Soviets. 

The capitalist countries traditionally charged more or less commercial rates 
of interest and repayment for the most part had to be in hard currencies 
famed by Indian exports on the world market. Soviet assistance to the Indians 
had the major secondary benefit to India of forcing the capitalist countries to 
provide much better terms. 17 The U.S. government reduced the rate of interest 
on loans to India to the same level as the Soviets, extended the repayment 
|trriod beyond theirs, and expanded the proportion of assistance repayable 
Mi Indian currency (but the U.S. still required the repayment of a large propor¬ 
tion of its economic assistance in dollars). 

In the period 1951-66 India paid back to the Soviet Union 24.9 per cent 
of the value of all economic credits utilized by India during that period. This 
Hgiire has risen during the 1970s because only S350 million of new credits 
luivc been extended to India since 1967 and the average term of Soviet loans 
i» only 12 years. Naturally in all years since 1967, except 1973 when the 
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S350 million credit was extended, repayments to the Soviet Union for past 
loans have exceeded the value of new Soviet credits. In the case of U.S. aid, 
in the period 1951 to 1966, the ratio of repayment for past loans to total 
credit utilized by India was 47.1 per cent. Because a great deal of American 
economic aid to India comes in the form of grants and surplus agricultural 
commodities which are sold for rupees which are then re-lent in India, the 
ratio of repayment to total gross assistance utilized from the U.S. is much 
lower, only 7.8 percent in 1966. 18 

Between two and three per cent of total Indian exports in the early 1970s 
were going to the Soviet Union in repayment for previous Soviet credits (both 
military and economic). 19 A U.N. study found that only 20 to 25 per cent 
of the commodities shipped by India to the Soviet Union in repayment for 
past credits could have been sold in the world market to earn hard currency. 10 
Thus it is clear that Indian repayment on past credits is no real burden on 
India. For example, even if all Soviet military and economic assistance had 
been a grant instead of a loan, India's foreign exchange earnings would have 
been increased by between 0.5 and 1.0 per cent of her total export earnings. 
This is far less than the added export capacity developed, thanks to Soviet 
assistance, in manufacturing. The fact that so few of the goods received in 
payment by the Soviet Union are saleable on the world market, indicates a 
significant grant-like component in Soviet assistance (the U.S.S.R. taking 
relatively undesirable local products not wanted by the advanced capitalist 
countries). 

Unlike American aid, Soviet economic assistance to India has been heavily 
concentrated in the industrial sector and designed to help the country 
modernize her economy. 21 And of course, unlike American aid, Soviet 
assistance is given almost exclusively to state agencies and not to private 
enterprise, thereby facilitating the development of the state sector. Soviet aid 
has included modem steel mills, heavy machinery plants, coal-mining 
machinery plants, glass factories, power stations, precision instrument plants, 
oil refineries, hydro-electric power stations, petroleum exploration, pump 
and compressor construction plants, high pressure boiler plants, heavy 
equipment plants, machine tool factories, and foundries. 

The beginning of Soviet economic assistance to India's state owned 
industrial sector, in the mid-1950s, had the important effect of allowing her 
to break the domination of her industrial economy, exercised by Western 
transnational corporations. 29 The famous Soviet aided Bhilai steel mill 
(announced on 2 February 1955) had major repercussions on both Indian 
industrial development and her treatment by the Western capitalist countries. 
The Bhilai project prompted the British and West Germans, who had been 
engaged in prolonged (and until then fruitless) negotiations about the con¬ 
struction of two other steel mills, to reach favourable agreements with the 
Indians. The Soviets, by giving top priority to the project, completed the 
Bhilai steel mill before either the British or West Germans finished theirs. 
Moreover, the Soviet rate of interest (2.5 per cent) payable in locally prod¬ 
uced goods, was much better than the 4.5 per cent and 63 per cent payable 
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in hard currency charged by the West Europeans. In 1964 the Soviets offered 
lo build a second steel mill at Bokaro after another long fruitless negotiation 
be tween India and the U.S. to build the project. This again provided the 
Indians with a major source of leverage in their dealings with the capitalist 
countries. 24 

Soviet assistance has never been offered to or withdrawn from India (as it 
has in the case of China and some other socialist countries) as the price for 
bad or good behaviour. 25 While, as we have seen, the Soviets often agreed to 
accept repayment in the form of goods produced by a factory aided by 
Soviet credits (so as not to place an undue burden on the Indian economy) 
such export agreements cease when the period of repayment is up. There are 
no Soviet investments in India, although in 1970 agreements were signed 
allowing for the formation of joint Soviet/Indian enterprises on the 
COMECON model. In contrast, in 1974, U.S. corporations had a total of 
1345 million worth of investments in India. 26 In no sense can the state 
owned factories constructed with Soviet assistance be considered as analogous 
lo U.S. or British transnational corporation owned industries. For these re¬ 
patriate profits to the metropolitan country and operate under profit maxi¬ 
mizing principles, without concern for or control by the local Third World 
countries. Neither can this be said for any joint Soviet/Indian enterprises 
organized on the Eastern European model as a result of the 1970 agreement. 


Ownership and Control of Enterprises 

Unlike the Western capitalist countries, the Soviet Union does not own pro¬ 
ductive business enterprises in Third World countries. Consequently she does 
not have any interest in promoting profits and protecting the value of foreign 
investments. This allows her to give support to progressive policies designed 
to give locals authentic control over their economy, where the imperialist 
countries must support the interests of their transnational corporations 
against those of the local countries. 

There are, however, Soviet economic activities in Third World countries, 
which do bear at least a superficial resemblance to Western style investments. 
They are often pointed to, by both Chinese and Western interests, as mani¬ 
festations of Soviet social imperialism and it is important to examine them 
carefully. The activities referred to are: (1) Soviet trading and shipping 
companies; (2) temporary ownership of local property secured by such com¬ 
panies in bankruptcy proceedings; (3) enterprises jointly owned with Third 
World governments; and (4) enterprises established through Soviet economic 
assistance, which are paid for through the temporary export of part of their 
output to the U.S.S.R. 

As an outgrowth of its foreign assistance programme and to facilitate its 
trade, the Soviet Union has entered into some joint ownership projects with 
Third World countries in shipping and trading. Joint trading companies have 
been established with Singapore, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Iran, Morocco and some 
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other countries. They exist under joint Soviet-local management in order to 
facilitate bilateral trade. The Soviets enter into such agreements (on a 50-50 
basis) mostly with the local Third World governments, but occasionally (as 
in Morocco) where the local state is reluctant to undertake such agreements, 
with a consortium of private businesses. 27 

To facilitate its trade with the Third World (as well as with the advanced 
capitalist countries) and to avoid being exploited and dominated by Western 
financial institutions, the Soviet Union finances much of its trade through 
banks that it sets up for such purposes (banks which therefore have to have 
branches in many Third World countries which trade with the Soviet Union). 

Occasionally, companies which such trading banks have advanced credit 
to, to finance imports from the U.S.S.R., fail, leaving these Soviet banks the 
owners of property liquidated in bankruptcy proceedings. Thus, as occurred 
in Singapore in 1978, the Soviets find themselves the temporary owners of 
productive property in Third World countries. Such properties are, however, 
liquidated as soon as possible in an attempt to recoup part of the losses 
incurred when the original owners went bankrupt. Temporary ownership 
of this kind, which typically represents a considerable economic loss for the 
Soviets (since it is only partial compensation for unpaid debts), can hardly 
be considered analagous to Western profit oriented investments in Third 
World countries. 

There are a few irrigation and electric power generating projects which 
are jointly owned by the Soviet Union and its immediate neighbours (such as 
Afghanistan) which involve the damming of rivers on the borders of the 
U.S.S.R. The Soviets may also be entering into arrangements with friendly 
Third World countries of the kind that have become common with Eastern 
Europe for joint production by enterprises permanently under the control of 
two or more countries. The first agreement of this kind was signed with India 
in 1970. 2 * If the East European model is followed (see the discussion on 
joint enterprises in Eastern Europe in the previous chapters), the Third World 
countries can expect to receive most equitable treatment from the Soviets. 

Joint ownership and management is not in itself evidence of imperialism. In 
any event, as of the mid 1970s, the Soviets have not to any appreciable extent 
implemented such agreements outside of the COMECON countries. 

The Soviet Union also assists in the development of raw material production 
in some Third World countries. An agreement was signed between the Soviets 
and Afghanistan in 1963 for assistance in prospecting for and extracting natural 
gas and constructing a pipeline. Afghanistan agreed to repay the Soviets with 
natural gas up until 1985. The Soviets did not maintain any ownership rights 
in the enterprise or any rights to the product. A similar agreement was reached 
with Iraq in 1971 when they granted that country a loan of 200 million rubles 
to finance a refinery, two pipelines and several industrial projects, to be 
repaid over a period of years entirely in oil produced by the Iraq National 
Oil Company. Another example is Guinea, where they constructed a bauxite 
mining operation in exchange for repayment in 60 million tons of bauxite 
over a 30 year period. In none of these cases did the Soviets retain any 
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ownership rights or any claims to the products of the enterprises they built, 
beyond the stipulated repayments. 29 

In comparison to the absence of anything resembling Soviet ownership 
rights in enterprises in Third World countries, the transnational corporations, 
based in and owned by nationals of the U.S., had total assets of 327.9 billion 
in the less developed countries, and another 374.1 billion in assets in the 
developed countries in 1973. The U.S. corporations in the same year extract¬ 
ed 34.9 billion in profits from their investments in the Third World (a return 
uf 17.6 per cent) and another 34.3 billion on their investments in the 
advanced capitalist countries. 30 This immense economic stake by U.S. corp¬ 
orations provides a powerful motive behind American government policies 
designed to guarantee the security and profitability of these investments 
against the interests of the people of these countries. The absence of a Soviet 
equivalent to U.S. transnational investment means that the Soviets have no 
equivalent motive and are thus free to support national liberation movements 
designed to eliminate foreign economic influences, while the Americans are, 
of course, not. 


Trade: The Case of India 

The Soviets have been accused of exploiting Third World countries through 
trade, in a manner analogous to the advanced capitalist countries, by paying 
less than their value for the raw material exports of the Third World while 
charging more than their value for the industrial exports of the Soviet Union. 

It is often suggested by the Chinese that Soviet, like Western, trade propels 
the Third World economies into being raw material suppliers for the industria¬ 
lized countries. To examine the extent to which Soviet trade with the Third 
World is analogous to that of the West, we will examine this trade with one 
of its main commercial partners in the Third World — India. 

In 1972-73, 14.1 per cent of Indian exports went to the Soviet Union. 
There has been a steady increase over time in the percentage of Indian exports 
going to the U.S.S.R. (5.5 per cent in 1960-63, 10.6 per cent in 1964-67, 

12.5 per cent in 1968-71). Today the Soviet Union is the second largest con¬ 
sumer of Indian exports in the world (the largest being the United States). 31 

Turning to imports, in 1972-73 only 4.7 per cent of Indian imports came 
from the Soviet Union, down from 7.7 per cent in 1968-71 and 5.5 per cent 
in 1964-67. This compares with 16.5 per cent of India's imports from the 
U.S., 11.2 per cent from Britain, 9.2 per cent from Japan, 7.9 per cent from 
West Germany and 5.4 per cent from Canada. The Soviet Union is thus 
only the sixth largest supplier of the Indians. Clearly the Soviet Union does 
not dominate Indian trade, nor is the overall trend in the direction of Soviet 
dominance. These patterns do not reflect those to be expected if India were 
u nco-colony or satellite of the U.S.S.R. 32 

India receives rather better terms of trade in its dealings with the Soviet 
Union than it does in its dealings with Britain, the U.S.A. and the rest of the 
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capitalist world. Studies of the price of Indian exports to the Soviet Union 
compared to the price of comparable exports to the capitalist countries show 
that the Indians usually get higher prices from the Soviets. Of 12 leading 
export commodities studied by Datar in the period 1960-69, six (tea, coffee, 
black pepper, cashew nuts, iron ore and footwear) were consistently purchased 
by the Soviet Union at higher than their world prices. Three (skins and hides, 
oil cake and raw wool) were usually purchased at prices higher than those 
paid by the capitalist countries. Two (castor oil and jute) were purchased on 
a year to year basis sometimes above and sometimes below the price given by 
capitalist countries. Only one (unmanufactured tobacco) was sold to the 
Soviets at consistently below the world price (see Table 8.1). Another study, 
reported in a pamphlet issued by the Communist Party of India (M-L) and 
designed to show that the Soviet Union was social imperialist in relation to 
India, admitted that of 15 important Indian exports the Soviet Union paid 
less than the world price in the case of only four. 33 

All these studies are based on unit prices, calculated by dividing the total 
value of a category of exports (e.g. tobacco) by the total quantity of exports 
in that category. Consequently unit value does not take into account syste¬ 
matic differences in the quality of products, nor does it specify the mixture 
of products within the somewhat broad categories. These figures have there¬ 
fore to be examined carefully. For example, the fact that the unit price paid 
by the Soviets for Indian tobacco is consistently less than the world price 
reflects the fact that the more discerning tobacco tastes of smokers in the 
capitalist countries dictate that only the highest quality is shipped to them 
while the lower quality goes to the Soviets. Consequently the Soviets pay less 
per kilo for the poorer quality tobacco, which the Indians would probably 
have great difficulty selling on the world market. Similar qualifications could 
be made about other Indian exports as well. But it is clear from the data that 
no case can be made that the Soviet Union in any way exploits India by under* 
paying for its exports. The evidence strongly suggests that India in fact gets 
higher prices for its exports to the Soviet Union than to the capitalist 
countries. Likewise, there is no evidence that the Soviet Union charges more 
than the capitalist countries for its exports to India. This is as we would 
expect since India is free to purchase its imports from the lowest priced 
supplier. Both the U.N. study by Datar and studies cited by the pro-Chinese 
Communist Party of India (M-L) agree on this point. 34 

The results of this analysis of Soviet trade with India indicate that it 
cannot be considered exploitative, compared to India’s trade with the Western 
capitalist countries. All indications are that Soviet trade with India is typical 
of Soviet trade with all Third World countries, both socialist and non-socialist 
(see for example the discussion of Soviet trade with Cuba in the next chapter) 

The evidence of both Soviet trade with India and Soviet economic assistance 
makes it clear that there is no evidence that India is exploited or that it can be 
legitimately considered a neo-colony of the U.S.S.R. North American 
economic influence in India is considerably greater than that of the Soviets 
(as measured by levels of trade, economic assistance or investment). But 
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India's trade and economic assistance arrangements with the Soviets, although 
smaller in quantity, are more beneficial to India than those with the West. 
While there is Western transnational investment, there is no Soviet investment 
in India. She cannot be considered to be dominated by the Soviet Union. The 
secondary economic position of the Soviets in India vis-a-vis the United States 
does not even give them an economic base to use to put pressure on India if 
they wanted to (although the provision of considerable military assistance 
does give the Soviets some important potential clout). Further, there is no 
evidence that the Soviets have ever put significant pressure on the Indians to 
tow their line. On the contrary, the Indians, on at least two major occasions, 
have successfully pressured the Soviets to support Indian foreign policies: in 
the Sino-Indian conflict of 1962-63 and the Indo-Pakistan War of 1971. The 
Soviets were also not initially inclined to support the secession of Bangladesh, 
but seem to have been pressured by India into endorsing Indian intervention 
in the civil war in East Pakistan. 

In no sense can India be considered a neo-colony of the Soviet Union, 
likewise the Soviet Union cannot be considered social imperialist in relation 
to India. In comparison to its relations, even with many socialist countries, 
Soviet economic and political relations with India have been consistently 
beneficial to the latter and non-demanding. India has gained considerably 
more than the Soviets out of their friendly relationship since 19SS. Whereas 
she has received a lot of economic and military help which has enabled her to 
establish a real independence from Western imperialism, and without losing 
any of it to the Soviets, the latter have only gained a none too reliable friend 
in their struggles with China and the U.S. The U.S.S.R. has also been able to 
use her relations with India to point out to other Third World countries her 
benevolence and non-interference in internal affairs. But, as the case of 
Egypt showed, long-term military and economic support of a Third World 
country is no guarantee that that country will continue to stay friendly to the 
Soviet Union. If an opportunity presents itself, India may well follow in the 
wake of Egypt, without having to worry about suffering any serious conse¬ 
quences. The Indian ruling class maintains friendly relations with the Soviets, 
as did the Egyptians, only as long as they judge it to be in their interests. It is 
they who are in command of the country, not the Soviets. History may well 
judge that, if anything, the Soviets, far from being social imperialists, were 
‘patsies’, i.e. were used and then discarded when no longer useful (as they were 
by Egypt). 


Political Interventions in Third World Countries 

In the preceding parts of this chapter Soviet economic relations with Third 
World countries were examined. We paid special attention to whether the 
Soviet Union was economically exploiting Third World countries and thus 
whether it was a social imperialist country in an economic sense (i.e. in the 
sense that Marxism has always insisted is fundamental to the concept of 
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imperialism). Next we will examine the extent to which the Soviet Union 
intervenes politically in Third World countries; specifically, the extent to 
which (as the Chinese and others claim) such interventions advance Soviet 
interests at the expense of the peoples of the Third World; or whether, on the 
contrary, its interventions advance progressive and revolutionary movements. 
The second will be looked at in terms of whether the Soviets gain from such 
interventions in any way other than merely weakening the forces of Western 
imperialism arrayed against it. 

Although it has already been shown that Soviet economic relations with 
Third World countries are not exploitative and thus that, in the Marxist 
sense, the Soviet Union cannot be social imperialist, the term may still be 
applied to it in a metaphorical or ideological sense — i.e. meaning it aspires to 
be hegemonic in pursuit of its self-interest. After briefly examining the role 
of Soviet military assistance to Third World countries, we will look at four 
cases where the Soviets are most often accused of social imperialism (or more 
precisely self-interested hegemonism) in the Third World. 


Military Assistance 

Soviet military assistance to the less developed non-socialist countries has 
expanded considerably during the 1970s. In the period 1955 to 1960 it 
averaged S214 million a year, in 1961-64 S628 million, in 1965-69 S405 
million and in 1970-74 SI,238 million. In the first half of the 1970s Soviet 
military assistance has averaged over twice Soviet economic assistance. 3S The 
leading beneficiaries of Soviet arms deliveries in the period 1964 to 1974 
have been Egypt (S2,305 million), India (SI,273 million), Syria (SI, 153 
million), Iraq (S742 million), Iran (S438 million), Algeria (S281 million), 
Afghanistan (S246 million), Indonesia (S144 million), Libya (S125 million), 
and Somalia (S 69 million). With the obvious exceptions of Indonesia and 
Iran (and possibly Afghanistan and India), it is clear that the Soviets tend 
militarily to support the most progressive Third World countries. In the cases 
of Iran, Indonesia, India and Afghanistan strategic considerations, trying to 
neutralize North American or to a lesser extent Chinese influence, are clearly 
operating. 36 

It should be noted that, in the period 1965 to 1974, Soviet arms transfers 
to the less developed countries totalled 58 per cent of U.S. transfers (39 per 
cent if North Korea, Cuba and North Vietnam are excluded). 

During that time the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia were virtually the 
only suppliers of weapons to Egypt, Syria, India, Afghanistan, Iraq, Algeria, 
Somalia and Guinea. The U.S. supplied almost no military equipment to 
these countries. Thus the Soviet Union had a decisive impact in arming the 
more progressive non-socialist countries of the Third World, as well as Cuba, 
North Korea and Vietnam (who respectively received a total of S295, S585 
und S3,245 million in military equipment from the Soviet Union during these 
years). 37 Soviet military supplies played a decisive role in keeping these 
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countries independent of U.S. imperialism, but without producing any 
material gain for the Soviet Union. 

The U.S.S.R.'s military assistance programme in the Third World, as the 
above cases and, most recently, Ethiopia's have shown, has broken the dom¬ 
ination of Third World countries exercised by capitalist countries through the 
supply or withholding of arms. Modern military establishments can now be 
created by the less developed countries without automatically promoting 
dependency on the U.S., France or Britain. 38 

As with economic assistance, the role of Soviet military assistance is con¬ 
siderably greater than its total value, since by competing with U.S. military 
assistance it forces that country to be more liberal in who it supplies weapons 
to. A given Third World country is therefore in a position to bargain with 
both the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. for weapons, with both suppliers knowing 
that if the one doesn't supply the weapons, the other probably will. This 
means that regimes, of which one or the other country disapprove, are still 
able to get weapons. Most importantly, the fact that there is now compe¬ 
tition between the U.S.S.R. and the West, as major arms suppliers, means both 
that revolutionary movements can be regularly supplied with arms and that 
the less developed countries have a real option to being dominated by Western 
imperialism. 

Soviet military assistance to liberation movements throughout Asia and 
Africa in recent years has been a decisive factor in their growth and victories. 

It is unlikely that the Vietnamese would have defeated the U.S., and almost 
certain that the Angolans would not have defeated the South African invasion 
in 1975, without such support. Movements like the Palestine Liberation 
Organization, Frelimo in Mozambique, the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Oman, the South-West Africa People's Organization, Z.AP.U. and more 
recently Z.A.N.U. as well, have been and still are heavily reliant on weapons 
supplied by the Soviets and their allies. If the Soviet Union did not exist (or 
if it refused to supply vital military materials to liberation movements), these 
movements would be far less advanced in the world today than they are. The 
Soviet role has indeed been a key one in strengthening such movements to the 
point where they can succeed. There is little evidence that the price of such 
decisive military support is subordination to Soviet political direction, or 
promises of economic or military concessions. The Soviets support a wide 
range of liberation movements (as well as progressive states) which have well 
deserved reputations for jealously guarding their independence and controlling 
their own struggles. The Soviets have equipped movements which are even 
somewhat antagonistic to each other. For example, Z.A.N.U. and Z.A.P.U. 
(Contrary to some claims, the lack of significant Soviet military assistance 
to Z.A.N.U. in the early stages of the Zimbabwe struggle was not due to 
Soviet attempts to support less militant Z.AP.U. policies in Zimbabwe, but 
was due rather to Z.A.N.U.'s refusals to accept Soviet aid — a reluctance 
which has since ceased.) 39 The clear differences between the Ethiopian Dergue 
and the P.L.O. (the latter supports the Eritrean Popular Liberation Front), 
both of which are heavily supplied with Soviet weapons, is another case in 
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point. Little need be said about the Somali intervention in Soviet supported 
Ethiopia which occurred even though the Somali military was almost 
entirely equipped with Soviet supplied weapons; or the Egyptian transform¬ 
ation into the leading conservative force in the Arab world, in spite of its 
heavily reliance on Soviet weapons. It is clear that Soviet military assistance 
is provided to a wide range of progressive regimes and liberation movements 
without the Soviets coming to dominate them or securing economic or 
military advantage. 


Bangladesh 

The Soviets have been accused of social imperialism for encouraging the 
separation of Bangladesh from Pakistan in 1971. The facts make it difficult 
to accept this conclusion for, at least during October 1971, they were trying 
to prevent a break-up of Pakistan. During this crucial month they were 
publicly calling for ‘respect for Pakistan’s territorial integrity’. They were 
urging a political solution for the problems in East Pakistan on the basis of 
restoration of democracy in the country as a whole, the freeing of the 
imprisoned East Pakistani leadership and the return of refugees who had 
fled to India. The Soviets even sent a deputy foreign minister to Delhi in an 
attempt to persuade Awami League leaders to accept autonomy for Bangla¬ 
desh within a united Pakistan. Unlike some Western powers, they did not 
suspend economic aid to Pakistan during the crisis or the war with India, 
Further, immediately after that war, they provided Pakistan with generous 
economic assistance. In fact, since the India-Pakistan war, Pakistan has 
received more Soviet assistance than either India or Bangladesh (in good part 
to support and encourage the progressive Bhutto regime). 

The reason for these Soviet policies is that it preferred the restoration of 
parliamentary democratic forms and the continuing unity of Pakistan because 
this would have meant a stronger, progressive, and not especially pro-Western 
or pro-Chinese regime in all of Pakistan. 40 

It should be remembered that the immediate cause of the events in East 
Pakistan in 1971 was the victory of the Awami Party, headed by Sheik 
Mujibur Rahman, in the national elections of December 1970. Winning all 
but two seats in the more populous East Pakistan, Mujibur would have 
become prime minister of all Pakistan, but for a military coup which not 
only suppressed his party but also launched a military operation in East 
Pakistan to crush the movement for autonomy and democracy. The response 
lo the military regime’s repression was growing guerrilla warfare, engaged in 
both by small communist oriented groups (the most important of which was 
associated with the National Awami Party generally sympathetic to China) 
and by the much larger Mukti Bahini associated with the Mujibur’s own 
Awami Party. 41 

When Pakistan attacked India on 3 December 1971, portraying the war as 
a conflict between Hindu India and Muslim Pakistan, the Soviets announced. 
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in contradiction to Indian claims, that they regarded the principal aspect of 
the conflict as the uprising of the people of East Pakistan, not against West 
Pakistan, but against ‘the West Pakistani military oligarchy’. After hostilities 
broke out between Pakistan and India the Soviets sympathized with the 
Indians and the East Pakistani insurgents. Their major contribution to the 
struggle in East Pakistan was directed towards diplomatic activity, aimed at 
keeping the super powers, specifically China and the U.S.A., out of the 
conflict. They put pressure on the Indians to effect a speedy withdrawal 
from East Pakistan once the West Pakistani army had been defeated and not 
to prolong hostilities against that country in the West. The Soviets provided 
no significant help to either the Indian army or to the Mukti Bahini, other 
than diplomatic and moral support. As for the Indians, they actively inter¬ 
vened in support of the Mukti Bahini and the Awami Party (which had the 
overwhelming support of the people of East Pakistan) for their own reasons 
of state. They wanted to weaken Pakistan and prevent the development of a 
revolutionary movement in East Bengal, which might spread to West Bengal 
and other parts of India. They may also have wanted to secure a dependency 
for their own sub-continental imperial ambitions. But - whatever its motives 
- the Indian intervention was supported by the majority of the people in 
East Pakistan and did serve to install in power the party that had, a year 
before, won an overwhelming vote in the country. It should be stressed that 
the Soviet Union did not instigate the creation of Bangladesh nor did it play 
any significant role in its actual creation. 42 The continuing support of most 
of the people of Bangladesh for the Awami League was demonstrated in the 
elections of 1973 when 73 per cent of the vote went to this party, compared 
to 11 per cent for the two major pro-Chinese groups and 8 per cent to the 
pro-Soviet party. 43 

It should also be noted that by far the greatest amount of economic aid 
received by Bangladesh has come from the U.S. and the international financial 
institutions associated with it (by the end of 1974, direct U.S. aid totalled 
S560 million and I.M.F. and World Bank aid 1350 million). This compares with 
just SI38 million from the Soviet Union. 43 In conclusion Bangladesh can 
hardly be considered to be either a creation or satellite of the Soviet Union. 


Cambodia 

Some people accuse the Soviet Union of having engaged in social imperialist 
activities in Cambodia by supporting the Lon Nol regime instead of the 
government in exile of Prince Sihanouk and the Khmer Rouge during the 
early 1970s. Evidence for this accusation is that the Soviet Union allegedly 
extended diplomatic relations to the Lon Nol government, rather than to the 
Sihanouk government in exile. In fact the Soviet Union maintained a policy 
of dual recognition of both governments until only 9 October 1973, two full 
years before the Lon Nol regime fell. The Soviets then informed that regime 
that they recognized Prince Sihanouk’s government in exile in Peking as the 
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sole sovereign government of Cambodia. It should also be noted that, while the 
Soviets kept their embassy in Cambodia open from 1970 to 1973, they never 
sent an ambassador to Cambodia (precisely in order not to give moral support 
to the coup against Sihanouk). Although the Soviet Union formally broke 
diplomatic relations on 9 October 1973, when it was becoming apparent that 
a real civil war was going on and that the Sihanouk government in exile 
represented a real force within the country, some Soviet diplomats contin¬ 
ued to stay in Cambodia, and vice versa. The last Lon Nol diplomats were not 
expelled from the Soviet Union until March 1975, two months before the 
collapse of the Lon Nol government. 44 

The diplomatic policies of socialist countries have, since the beginning, 
been directed towards establishing trade and other state-to-state relations, and 
not towards serving as a means of expressing political approval or disapproval 
of a regime. If a government has real control of its territory, socialist regimes 
have normally sought diplomatic relations. It has been the capitalist countries 
which typically have used the weapon of denying diplomatic recognition - for 
example, the U.S. of the U.S.S.R. til the mid 1930s, China til 1978, and 
Cuba right up to the present. Traditionally, the Soviet government has only 
denied diplomatic recognition to a capitalist (even fascist) government in 
periods of civil war where two real governments co-exist in the same territory, 
one representing the people and the other reaction (e.g. Spain in 1936-39). 

The Soviet policy of dual recognition of the Lon Nol and Sihanouk regimes 
was fully within the socialist tradition. Indeed it was more supportive of 
insurgent forces than has been the norm, since in the immediate years after 
the Lon Nol coup, the strength of the insurgent forces in Cambodia (in 
contrast to Vietnam) was not clear. The breaking of formal diplomatic 
relations with Lon Nol in 1973, when it was clear that there were two states 
now existing within the territory of Cambodia, was also in the socialist 
tradition. 

Like Soviet diplomatic behaviour, the Chinese is just as much in the 
tradition of recognizing de facto governments created by military coups 
against popular progressive regimes. For example, after the fascist coup in 
Chile against the Allende government in 1973, China was among the first 
countries in the world to recognize the new junta and to expel pro-Allende 
diplomats from their country. Unlike the Soviets in Cambodia, however, the 
Chinese, did not attempt to establish dual relations with any incipient Chilean 
government in exile. 45 

No evidence could be found of any Soviet economic or military assistance 
lo the Lon Nol government, or of any economic or military advantage granted 
by it to the Soviets. We must conclude that there was nothing in the Cambodian 
situation that in any way justifies the accusation of Soviet socialist imperialism. 
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Angola 

Suggestions have been made that Soviet support to the MP.L.A. in Angola 
represented an instance of social imperialism. There is in fact simply no sub¬ 
stance either for the claim that the Soviet Union made economic or military 
gains out of Angola or that it now has any special control over that country. 

All the evidence points to the reality that the Soviet Union normally 
supports progressive struggles in Third World countries, that the MP.L.A.’s 
struggle against the South African invasion (which began before the Portuguese 
had withdrawn from Angola) and against U.N.I.TA. and F.N.L.A., was a 
progressive and popular struggle, and that Soviet and Cuban assistance to the 
M.P.L.A. allowed the progressive forces to triumph and prevented the estab¬ 
lishment of a neo-colonial South African-U.S. dependency in Angola (similar 
to that set up in Zaire in the early 1960s). 46 

During the 1965-74 period, only the MP.L.A. fought a continuous 
guerrilla war, only it sought to be a national rather than a regional movement 
and only it avoided anti-white racism and insisted instead on political, rather 
than racial, criteria for deciding who was a friend and who was an enemy. 

While support for the F.N.L.A. and U.N.I.TA. was almost entirely tribal, 
support for MP.L.A. came from intellectuals, mulattoes, the working class 
and urbanized population throughout the country, although it did get 
specially solid support from certain tribal areas too. The F.N.L.A., after 1965, 
built itself up in Zaire under the protection of Mobutu's conservative regime 
and was sustained in part by American C.I.A. money, while U.N.I.T.A. 
organized peacefully in South-eastern Angola with the complicity of the 
Portuguese (as became public knowledge when the Portuguese revolution of 
April 1974 released previously secret documents). When the Portuguese 
departure from Angola became imminent, the South African government 
began more and more actively supporting U.N.I.T.A. with arms and mercen¬ 
aries. In October, just before Angolan independence, the South African army 
- acting in collusion with the C.I.A. - itself entered Southern Angola and 
together with U.N.I.TA. forces began marching up the seacoast towards 
Luanda taking one city after another. At the same time, with the aid of arms 
and troops from Zaire, and considerable financial support from the U.S., the 
F.N.L.A. marched South out of Zaire towards Luanda. Within a few weeks it 
looked as if the progressive MP.L.A. regime was about to collapse and a 
South African/U.S. backed neo-colonial regime installed in all of Angola. 

(The U.S. gave more than 132 million to U.N.I.TA. and the F.N.L.A. during 
the Civil War.) 

The Soviets and other East Europeans had been giving rather modest 
military assistance to the MP.L.A. since the mid 1960s in the struggle for 
independence from Portugal. From its origins the movement had close ties 
with the Portuguese left. (Many M.P.LA. leaders had become radicalized as 
students in Portuguese universities and had made lifelong friendships with 
Portuguese students who later became leaders of the left in their country.) 
Soviet supplies of military equipment to the M P.L.A. were stepped up in 
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January 1975 (10 months before independence). Soviet military deliveries 
were accelerated again immediately after independence in November 1975, 
when the U.S./South African backed advance on Luanda looked as if it was 
about to succeed. The Soviets provided a lot of crucial equipment, including 
such heavy weapons as T34 and T54 tanks, 122mm ground to ground rockets 
and SAM-7 missiles which played a key role in turning back the invasion. 
Although there were a few Soviet technicians in Angola, no Soviet troops of 
any kind were ever dispatched to the country. 

Other socialist countries, including Yugoslavia, Romania, Czechoslovakia, 
the German Democratic Republic and Cuba, had also been sending materiel 
and technicians to help the M.P.LA. Civilian technicians from Cuba began 
arriving in Angola in August (three months before independence). When the 
rapid U.S. supported South African and Zairean advances on Luanda began, 
the Cubans sent, at M.P.L.A.’s urgent request, large numbers of troops to 
support the M.P.L.A. defenders (the total reached about 11,1000 in February 
1976). These Cuban troops together with the military equipment from 
Eastern Europe were decisive in reversing the course of events and allowing 
the popular government to triumph. 

The M.P.LA. was also given solid support by all the progressive regimes in 
Africa. The recently victorious liberation movements in Mozambique and 
Guinea Bissau gave unreserved support to the M.P.L.A. To quote Samora 
Machel, President of Mozambique: 

In Angola, there are two parties in conflict: on the one side, imperialism 
with its allies and its puppets; on the other side, the progressive, popular 
forces who support the MPLA. That's the whole story. It is not Spinola, 
Holden [ Roberto], Savimbi or anyone else who matter to us. They are 
only instruments of imperialism. It is imperialism that is the danger and 
the true menace. (Interview in Afrique-Asie, 20 October 1975). 47 


Other progressive regimes such as Congo-Brazzaville, Tanzania, and Algeria 
also gave enthusiastic support to the M.P.L.A. 

About the only people in the world who did not see clearly what was at 
stake in Angola (i.e. which forces were working towards a neo-colonial regime 
which would make Angola’s rich natural resources safe for exploitation by the 
transnational corporations, and which forces were fighting for genuine 
independence and popular self-determination) were the Chinese and their 
active supporters, mostly organized in tiny sects in the advanced capitalist 
countries. The Chinese since the early 1960s appear to have adopted the 
principle that anyone whom the Soviets support must be their enemy and that 
anyone who opposes the Soviet Union should be supported. The Chinese had 
long given some support and training to U.N.I.T.A. and F.N.L.A. forces (as 
well as the M.P.L.A.) while maintaining that the three organizations were 
equally important and progressive in the struggle against the Portuguese. This 
position was rejected by the M.P.LA. as unacceptable. To the extent (which 
was questionable) that the F.N.L.A. and U.N.I.T.A. were seriously fighting 
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against the Portuguese for independence, it was correct for the M.P.L.A. to 
join in a united front with them (which is what the MP.LA. tried to do). But 
the nature of the struggle in Angola changed qualitatively once the Portuguese 
became fully committed to leaving. By late 1975, the question was no longer 
whether Angola would be a Portuguese colony, but what was to be the 
nature of the post-colonial state and society there. At that time (beginning a 
few months before the last Portuguese had left), the primary contradiction 
in Angola was between the forces (domestic and international) desiring a 
Zaire type regime supportive of transnational exploitation, versus the forces 
wanting a radical Tanzania/Mozambique type, or even socialist, state which 
would exclude foreign domination and actively promote progressive social 
policies. 

The Soviet Union won no military or economic advantages in Angola as a 
result of its support for the MP.LA. It gained no bases, no investment 
opportunities, no unequal trade treaties. The Angolan government is just as 
independent as those of the other recently liberated ex-Portuguese colonies, 
and in fact is in a much better position because of the rich natural resources 
it controls. The generous supplying of military equipment, and now economic 
aid, to Angola is clearly an example of the Soviet Union helping the growth 
of progressive forces in the Third World, even at the risk to itself of cooling 
relations with the U.S. and endangering detente (which has consistently been 
a keystone of Soviet foreign policy). It is ironic that the same people who in 
the 1960s were critical of the Soviet Union for giving insufficient support to 
Third World liberation struggles (these people identified with the verbally 
more militant line of the Chinese), in the mid 1970s accused the Soviets of 
social imperialism for giving support to progressive Third World movements. 
These people at the same time defended the Chinese who, more than just 
refusing to support the struggle of the MP.L.A., launched a vicious propa¬ 
ganda attack on both that movement and those who made great sacrifices in 
its assistance (the Cubans). 


The Horn of Africa 

Ethiopia is the second most populous country in Africa. Before the overthrow 
of Haile Selassie in 1974, it was an extremely backward feudal society. It was 
one of the poorest countries in the world and had one of the most exploited 
peasantries anywhere. Ninety per cent of the population was engaged in 
agricultural production using techniques not involving fertilizers or mech¬ 
anized equipment. About 95 per cent of the land belonged to landlords. Two- 
thirds was in the hands of a tiny group of noble families with a substantial 
portion of the remainder belonging to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. The 
per capita income of the country was about S60 a year. 48 

The devastating famines of the early 1970s, combined with the Emperor’s 
lack of responsiveness (manifested in continuing price increases in the face of 
growing poverty) precipitated spontaneous rioting and strikes in 1974 which 
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led to the overthrow of the Emperor by progressive elements in the army. 

The Ethiopian masses, especially the students, intellectuals and working class, 
were politically aroused in 1974 and formed a wide range of leftist political 
organizations (almost all of them claiming to be Marxist-Leninist). After two 
years of promises of radical reforms and intrigues among the army officers 
who had seized power, The Dergue (the leadership body elected by the army) 
underwent two sharp struggles and consequent purges, one in 1976 and the 
other in 1977. These consolidated a leadership committed to rapid revolut¬ 
ionary transformation in Ethiopian society. The Dergue intended, in the 
short run, to implement this transformation using the military’s own 
organizational structure. In 1977 the leading figure of the revolution emerged 
ns Lieutenant-Colonel Mengistu Haile-Mariam, a member of the Galla minority 
In Southern Ethiopia which has been especially oppressed by the Amharic 
ruling class. The ascendancy of Mengistu marked the end of a period of sharp 
internal struggle around the question of whether to break with the United 
States and adopt Marxism-Leninism as the ideological commitment of the 
revolution. 

In March 1975 the government nationalized all rural land, taking it away 
Irom the feudal landlords and Church which had controlled it for aeons 
(much of this land, it should be noted, had already been seized by the 
peasants). In July all urban property was similarly nationalized. The largest 
estates were transformed into state farms while the larger urban businesses 
also came to be run by the state. Each peasant was given the right to farm up 
to 10 hectares, and the use of hired labour was forbidden. In 1976 Peasant 
Associations in the rural areas and Urban Dwellers Associations in the towns 
were organized. The Peasant Associations were to be groups of peasants 
collectively farming units of up to 800 hectares. These units came to have 
broad powers of self-government including judicial powers over their own 
members. Former landlords were generally barred from joining these 
collectives. Large numbers of students were mobilized in the cities to help 
Implement the land reform and establish the peasant associations. The Urban 
Dwellers Associations in the cities were also given broad powers of self- 
government. 

The government nationalized all basic industries and banks in 1975. 

Medical care throughout the country became free for the needy. The schools 
were put under the control of the masses through a committee system whose 
members were drawn from the Peasant Associations and Urban Dwellers 
Associations as well as representatives of the teachers and students. In 
February 1978 Lieutenant-Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam announced that 
I lie Dergue would build a Marxist-Leninist Workers Party which would 
eventually take over direction of the revolutionary process from the military. 

In summary, between 1974 and 1977, the revolution under the leadership 
of the Dergue destroyed the political institutions of the feudal nobility and 
commercial classes, instituted a thorough land reform which ended feudal 
land tenure and put the land in the hands of the peasantry, nationalized all 
major industry and banking, established democratic peasant, workers and 
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women's associations, created the mechanisms for local and regional self- 
government, and decisively broke with U.S. imperialism. The regime also 
armed the people, creating large people's militias, armed workers' squads and 
self-defence detachments which have both defended the revolution against 
its rightist and ultra-left opponents and served in the struggle against Ethiopia'i 
various secessionist movements, all in all, a rather impressive record. 

In the face of the rapid transformation of Ethiopian society, a multi¬ 
dimensional struggle broke out. On the one hand, the old feudalist forces and 
nascent bourgeoisie resisted the socialist measures of the Dergue. Their 
organization, the Ethiopian Democratic Union (sympathetic to the U.S. and 
to capitalist development of the country) went into armed struggle against 
the regime. On the other, a number of ultra-leftist groups composed mainly 
of students and ex-students, the most prominent of which was the Ethiopian 
People's Revolutionary Party (EP.R.P.), also took up arms against the govern¬ 
ment. The major point of difference between groups like the E.P.R.P. and the 
dominant leftist faction of the Dergue was whether the military should 
continue to provide the leadership of the revolution and run the Ethiopian 
state. In the climate of rapid change and sharp ideological struggle, the E.P.R.P 
initiated a systematic campaign of terror and assassination against the leader¬ 
ship of the Urban Dwellers Associations and other supporters of the Dergue. 

In response, the Dergue launched its own ‘Red Terror* against the E.P.RP. and 
others committed to the armed overthrow of the regime. This organized 
terror proved to be very successful in containing the assassination campaign. 

In 1977 the increasingly leftist Dergue broke with the U.S. which, until 
then, had been the exclusive arms supplier for the Ethiopian military. The 
U.S. suspended deliveries of arms to the Ethiopian government because of its 
leftist course, while the Ethiopians closed down the U.S.'s military install¬ 
ation in the country. 

In addition to precipitating sharp domestic struggles, both between the 
regime and the old ruling classes and within the revolutionary forces them¬ 
selves, the 1974 Revolution also stimulated a wide range of separatist move¬ 
ments among the dozens of distinctive ethnic minorities within Ethiopia. 
Because of the weakening of the central government due to the strains of 
radical social transformation and a multifront civil war, many of these 
separatist movements were able to make significant gains, often with the 
support and arms of the various conservative powers in the region who were 
interested in preventing the formation of a unified and strong leftist Ethiopia. 
The two most important such movements were composed of Eritreans in the 
North and Somalis in the Ogaden in the east. 

The eastern third of Ethiopia is sparsely inhabited by Somali-speaking 
people who, with the active military support of the Somali government, in 
1977 attempted to secede from Ethiopia. Seeing Ethiopia weakened by 
internal strife, the Somali army marched into the Ogaden region to lay the 
foundations for its annexation to Somalia. (It may be relevant to note that 
petroleum reserves had recently been discovered in the Ogaden region.) 

The Somali intervention in the Ogaden region was universally condemned 
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by the states of Black Africa as a violation of the agreed upon covenant not to 
attempt to redraw political boundaries along ethnic lines by force. This 
principle is regarded as sacrosanct throughout Black Africa because all its 
countries are ethnically diverse and all have borders that cut across ethnic 
groups. 

A successful Somali annexation of the regions of Ethiopia which were 
ethnically Somali might well have been a precedent for similar actions through' 
out the African continent. Kenya, a country which also has a significant 
Somali minority, was particularly upset by the Somali invasion of Ethiopia 
and gave its complete support to the Ethiopian government, in spite of their 
differences in economic and social policies. Faced with the inability to gener¬ 
ate effective international support for their invasion, the Somali armed forces 
were forced to retreat behind their own boundaries in March 1978. 

The other major secessionist attempt was actually a continuation of the 
IS year old war for national independence in Eritrea. Eritrea, traditionally 
the richest Ethiopian province, contained more than half the country's 
factories (a legacy of the Italian colonial occupation of this region), as well as 
an important copper mine. It also embraces the entire sea coast of 
Ethiopia. The resources and relative richness of this region thus make it 
economically comparable to the former Biafra in Nigeria. 

The secessionist movement in Eritrea is divided into three different groups, 
the Eritrean Liberation Front (E.L.F.), the Eritrean Popular Liberation 
Front (E.P.L.F.) and the Eritrean Liberation Front-People's Liberation Army 
(E.L.F.-P.LA.). As non-Marxist groups the first and last have been getting 
considerable material support from conservative regimes in the region, mainly 
the Sudan and Saudi Arabia. The EP.L.F., the most successful of the three 
(with substantial support among the Eritrean masses) and committed to 
Marxism-Leninism, was until 1975 supported, ideologically and militarily, 
by Cuba and the U.S.S.R. in its struggle against the feudal Haile Selassie 
regime. However, because of its insistence on carrying on a military struggle 
against the new progressive Ethiopian regime, this support was cut off As far 
as can be determined, in 1976 and 1977, the group was mainly dependent on 
Its own resources for military supplies. However, the unity agreement 
uchieved between the E.L.F. and the E.P.L.F. in early 1978 meant that the 
E.P.L.F. forces began acquiring military supplies indirectly from the react¬ 
ionary Arab regimes, as well as through the P.L.O. (It might also be noted 
that the Dergue may have secured spare parts for its American supplied equip¬ 
ment, which the U.S. would no longer provide, from the Israelis who have an 
abundance of such supplies plus their own reasons for wanting to see the 
defeat of the Eritrean secession.) 

The Ethiopian government offered the E.P.L.F. (an organization with 
which it felt ideologically compatible) regional autonomy within a socialist 
Ethiopian federation. But the E.P.L.F. throughout 1978 rebuffed all attempts 
to negotiate an end to the secession and instead favoured patching over its 
differences with the E.L.F. and E.L.F.-P.L.A. in order to win total national 
Independence under a coalition with these non-Marxist forces. 
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Almost all progressive regimes in the Arab World and Black Africa, as well 
as all the socialist countries (except Albania and China) have supported the 
Ethiopian regime in its struggle to maintain territorial integrity against the 
various secessionist movements. On the other hand, the most reactionary of 
the Arab states and Iran have been the most active supporters of the dis¬ 
memberment of Ethiopia, a position supported by the U.S., West Germany and 
France (along with China). Thus we saw in 1977 the strange phenomenon of 
the U.S., Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the Sudan, West Germany, France and Iran 
all apparently sympathizing with ‘national liberation movements’ since it was 
these secessionist movements whose victory would mean the destruction of 
the socialist revolution in Ethiopia. China supported this position. 

In 1976, as the character of the Ethiopian Revolution became clear, the 
two most militant and revolutionary Arab states, Libya and the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Yemen, both of which had been giving active military 
support to the independence movement in Eritrea, ceased their support and 
switched instead to the-Ethiopian government and its plan for a socialist 
federation to end the secession. South Yemen in 1977 even sent troops to 
fight on the side of the Ethiopians. 

In January 1978 the Shah of Iran threatened to intervene in the conflict 
between Somalia and Ethiopia on the side of the Somalis, if Ethiopian troops 
were to cross into Somaliland. (In response to this threat, the Organization of 
African Unity warned Iran against seeking to extend her influence into Africa.) 
Egypt and the Sudan likewise promised to send troops to Somalia if the 
Ethiopians crossed the border. The Sudan (with Egypt’s backing) has also 
actively been aiding the rebellion in Eritrea with sanctuary and supplies, as 
well as trying to bring the three Eritrean factions together. 

Before the 1977 attack by Somalia on Ethiopia, the Soviet Union (and 
Cuba) had been important supporters of the revolutionary processes develop¬ 
ing in Somalia. Somalia, like Ethiopia, had nationalized most land and 
businesses and had broken with Western imperialism. Sensitive to the 
question of the Ogaden as well as Somalia’s dispute with France over Djibouti, 
the Soviets proposed that a federation be created in the Horn of Africa which 
would link up all the progressive regimes in the region: the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Yemen, Somalia, newly independent Djibouti, and 
Ethiopia (with Eritrea being an autonomous region). Such a proposal would, 
the Soviets hoped, resolve the conflicts between Ethiopia and Somalia as well 
as the Eritrean question, while creating a strong socialist state which would 
be able to support radical movements both in the Arabian peninsula and East 
Africa. Colonel Mengistu and the South Yemenis supported the Soviet 
proposal, but neither the Somalis nor the Eritreans would have any part of it. 

When the Somalis in spite of Soviet advice and urging invaded Ethiopia, 
the Soviet Union, which had equipped the Somali armed forces, decided to 
withhold further military support for Somalia since it was the aggressor, and 
instead to provide military equipment to the Ethiopian defenders (who had 
just been cut off from U.S. arms). The Soviets continued to hope that the 
Somali government would abandon its aggressive posture and reconcile itself 
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with the new progressive regime in Ethiopia. Cuba also came to send t first 
doctors and advisers, and then some combat troops, to strengthen the 
Ethiopian forces in the Ogaden and help drive the invaders out. Both the 
Soviets and Cubans, together with the South Yemenis, have also been lending 
material support to the Ethiopian effort to prevent the secession of Eritrea. 

The Soviet Union began to get involved in supporting the Ethiopian regime 
in 1976, as the increasingly leftist government began to ask for assistance 
from the U.S.S.R. and the East European socialist countries. Weapons began 
arriving in February 1977. In June 1976 a two-year cultural agreement was 
signed with the Soviet Union, providing for co-operation in education, culture, 
the arts and sciences. Seven hundred scholarships for Ethiopian students were 
provided by the U.S.S.R. and the East European countries and various trade 
agreements began to be worked out as well. In October 1977, in the face of 
the Somali conquest of most of the Ogaden and the imminent danger of the 
collapse of the Mengistu regime, the Soviet Union and Cuba both pledged 
support for the Ethiopian revolution in its war against Somalia. Between 
October 1977 and February 1978 the U.S. government estimated that the 
Soviets sent approximately one billion dollars worth of military equipment 
to Ethiopia. Libya agreed to pay for much of the Soviet arms. The massive 
arms support of the Soviet Union, together with the assistance of Cuban 
military advisers (and perhaps combat troops) resulted in the repulse of the 
Somali invasion and the reintegration of the Ogaden into Ethiopia. 

It could be argued that the attempt by Somalia to annex Eastern Ethiopia, 
and especially the independence movement in Eritrea, are in some ways 
similar in character to the Biafran war for independence in the late 1960s. In 
both cases the wealthiest part of the country (Biafra was both the area of 
greatest oil reserves and tire most developed part of Nigeria) attempted 
secession. In both cases a successful secession would have meant two (or three) 
relatively weak countries (rather than one strong one), which could have been 
easily dominated by imperialism. Almost all Marxists and progressive Third 
World forces understood the implications of a successful secession and 
supported Nigeria against Biafra, while Biafra’s support came mainly from the 
most advanced capitalist countries interested in exploiting her wealth. 

Likewise, the Ogaden and Eritrean secessionist movements reflect much 
lhe same constellation of supporters and opponents (the major exception 
luring China's opposition to Biafran secession,and apparent support of the 
Ogaden and Eritrean secessions). It must be noted, however, that the domestic 
character of both the Somali regime and the E.P.L.F. in Eritrea is more 
progressive than was the Biafran government (which made no claim to being 
nocialist). Nevertheless, it is quite clear that the international, as opposed 
to the domestic political, parallels between the two cases are very close 
indeed. 

The right of self-determination, up to and including national independence 
lor an ethnic group, has never been an absolute principle of Marxism- 
I cninism. Marxists have traditionally judged each particular independence 
movement in terms of the effect it would have on advancing the general 
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socialist and anti-imperialist movement. Thus China opposed both the Biafran 
and Bangladesh independence movements as weakening anti-imperialist 
countries. And the Soviet Union intervened to incorporate the bourgeois 
regimes in the Transcaucasus in the early 1920s and in the Baltic countries in 
1940. The Chinese Constitution itself does not (unlike the Soviet Constitution) 
grant the right of self-determination to its minority regions and the Chinese 
Communist Party has always opposed its own secessionist movements (e.g. 
Tibet in 1959) as attempts to weaken the Chinese Revolution. Likewise, 
virtually all factions of the Indian Communist Party have consistently 
opposed the break-up of India into its constituent nations (of which there 
could be hundreds). 

Contrary to the suggestions of the conservative Arab regimes, as well as of 
the pro-Chinese forces around the world, there was nothing in the involvement 
of the Soviet Union in Ethiopia to reflect social imperialism. The cost to the 
Soviets of doing all they could in October 1977 to prevent the Somali 
invasion, including stopping arms supplies to that country which had been a 
close friend of the Soviet Union for years, was considerable. Its personnel were 
expelled from Somalia and its naval support station closed down. The Soviets 
made every effort to resolve the conflicts among the countries of the Horn of 
Africa in a reasonable way. Their proposed federation would clearly be the 
best solution for the advance of the revolutionary movement in that part of 
the world. Their generous support of first the Somalis and then the Ethiopians 
brought very little by way of economic or military advantages for the Soviet 
Union (other than the security gained whenever conservative pro-U.S. regimes 
are weakened or progressive and revolutionary regimes gain strength). A 
careful evaluation of the developments in the Horn of Africa since 1974 must 
conclude that the Soviet Union’s role there is fully compatible with the thesis 
that the U.S.S.R. acted on the basis of proletarian internationalism, i.e. in 
support of revolutionary movements. 


Conclusion 

This chapter has examined Soviet economic and political relations with the 
non-socialist countries of the Third World. We have been able to find no 
evidence that the Soviet Union exploits the countries of Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America through unequal trade, economic assistance, or any analog of 
Western style foreign investments. Soviet trade and assistance is more genermu 
than that of the West and is, unlike the latter’s, designed to encourage 
industrialization and independence. The absence of anything like Soviet 
ownership rights in local productive property means that, unlike such 
countries as the United States, France and Britain, the Soviet state has no 
stake in preserving the local class structure which guarantees existing 
property relations. In summary, the Soviet Union cannot be considered to be 
a social imperialist in relation to the non-socialist Third World since the 
fundamental characteristic of imperialism (economic exploitation) is absent 
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In the relationship between the U.S.S.R. and the countries of Africa, Asia and 
Latin America. 

In addition, this chapter has examined the political role of the Soviet 
Union in the non-socialist countries of the Third World by looking at Soviet 
military assistance and the actions of the Soviet Union in the creation of 
Bangladesh, the Cambodian and Angolan civil wars, and in the Horn of Africa. 
I lere we have seen that the Soviets consistently played a progressive role in 
support of the various national liberation and left movements without 
attempting to gain special advantages for themselves or unduly directing the 
course of events. In other words the Soviet Union cannot be considered even 
liegemonic in its relations with the Third World. 

We are driven to the unexpected conclusion that there is a significant 
difference in the political (but not the economic) relations between the 
U.S.S.R. and the Third World and that country and Eastern Europe. Whereas 
she is not hegemonic towards the Third World, in socialist Eastern Europe 
the is hegemonic, i.e. she does politically dominate the region, and within 
broad limits does attempt to provide it with political direction. 

Of course, there are limits to Soviet support for progressive and national 
liberation movements. Neither the Soviets in the 1940s, the Cubans in the 
1960s, Chinese in the 1950s, Albanians, the Libyans, the Fourth International 
nor anyone else interested in supporting anti-imperialist and progressive 
forces, has ever supported every such organization. Everyone must have 
criteria by which to select which forces are authentic and have a real chance 
of achieving their goals. For example, the lack of Albanian, Chinese or Fourth 
International support for the Red Army Faction in West Germany in the 
1970s cannot reasonably be considered hegemonism. Nor can the failure of 
Albania and China to support both the Eritreans and the Dergue as well as 
both the Somalis and the Dergue in the struggle in the Horn. (All claim to be 
revolutionary forces.) Obviously, insisting that, in order not to be hegemonic, 
one must give equal support to all claimants to a progressive role would often 
Involve giving support to both sides in a struggle. Even the most ardent 
opponents of Soviet social imperialism could not insist that the U.S.S.R. give 
equal support to all sides in a civil war. They would rather arbitrarily insist 
that the side not supported by the Soviets was the more progressive one, 
while at the same time claiming that their support for the anti-Soviet side was 
not hegemonism. Mere demonstration that the Soviets, Albanians or whoever 
give support to one group and not to another cannot in itself be reasonably 
considered proof of hegemonism. To demonstrate the latter it must be shown 
that a power such as the Soviet Union tends to support only those states and 
movements which agree with its politics or which it can dominate in order to 
direct the course of events according to its wishes. 

What those who suggest that the U.S.S.R. is hegemonic really mean is not 
that the Soviet Union applies criteria to its giving support, but rather that: 

(I) the Soviets in their view support the wrong side or at least act to divide 
progressive forces; (2) they give their support in order to dominate events in 
their own interests, and (3) the net result of Soviet involvement is to hold 
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back the development of progressive forces in the world. 

Our examination of Soviet involvement in the Third World in recent yean 
shows that these three implicit criteria of hegemonism cannot be substantiated 
(1) The Soviets have consistently tended to support the more progressive 
forces in the Third World which have a reasonable chance of success and by 
no means only Soviet oriented communist parties or liberation movements 
and regimes that they can dominate. They support a wide range of movements 
and regimes and in some cases, such as in Zimbabwe, competing organizations 
(in such cases Soviet policy is to unify the competing groups). (2) The Soviets 
do not appear to intervene in their own narrow self-interest although they are 
of course concerned to weaken U.S. imperialism. They consistently attempt 
to assist the development of strong progressive and anti-imperialist countries 
in the Third World. Thus they encouraged a reconciliation between Pakistan 
and the Bangladesh independence movement within a progressive framework, 
and have strongly argued for a federation of all progressive states in the Horn 
of Africa. (3) As the examples of Vietnam, Cuba and Angola, as well as the 
struggles in Southern Africa and the Arab World clearly demonstrate, Soviet 
military and economic support has been decisive in advancing liberation 
movements. In no realistic sense can any informed person argue otherwise. In 
summary, the Soviet Union cannot be considered to be a hegemonic force in 
the Third World. 
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9. Soviet Relations with the 
Socialist Third World 


In lhis chapter Soviet relations with the socialist countries of the Third World 
me examined by looking in detail at the economic and political relations 
between the U.S.S.R. and both China and Cuba since their respective socialist 
transformations. Soviet trade and economic assistance are examined for 
evidence of social imperialism. Soviet political relations with both countries 
arc also studied in order to determine whether they can rightly be categorized 
as hegemonic. 


China 

between 1950 and 1957 the Soviet Union loaned China approximately SI.8 
billion dollars. The bulk of these Soviet credits were for the importation of 
machinery and equipment for China's industrial development. The credits 
were to be repaid at one per cent interest over a 10 year period (beginning 
lour years after the loan was granted). Repayments were to be in the form of 
Chinese exports of raw materials and consumer goods to the Soviet Union. 1 
Ihe Soviet Union’s industrial aid included many whole plants. It was con- 
•nitrated on constructing, under Soviet direction, 156 key industrial projects, 
almost all in heavy industry (63 in machine building, 27 in coal, 14 in non- 
Inrous metals, 5 in chemicals, 7 in iron and steel and 24 power stations). By 
l'>S9 the Soviets had completed the installation of 130 entire plants.’ This 
Soviet equipment and technical advice played a key role in Chinese industrial 
development in the pre-1958 period. 3 It has been estimated that, of the 
Ini'rcase in China's productivity in 1953-57, 92 per cent in the iron industry 
was attributable to Soviet assistance, 83 per cent in steel, 100 per cent in 
luieks, 45 per cent in power production, 29 per cent in fertilizer, 51 per cent 
In etude oil, and 50 per cent in metallurgical equipment. 4 

In 1954 the Soviets agreed to sell the Chinese their share of the Chinese- 
Soviet joint stock companies in the raw materials and transportation sectors 
(tin they were doing at the same time in all the socialist countries). The Soviets 
itlio agreed to remove their troops from Port Arthur (where they had been 
iiatloned since the end of World War II) and to turn over without churgc 
nil installations to the Chinese. 5 
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Between 1950 and 1960, 11,000 Soviet experts worked in China assisting 
development. By 1960 the Soviets had supplied the country with about 
10,000 sets of industrial specifications, 4,000 blueprints for the manufacture 
of machines and equipment, and 4,000 sets of technical specifications. A 
number of Chinese experts were also trained in the Soviet Union (by 1960 
a total of 38,000). With the exception of the specifications and blueprints 
which were given to the Chinese, all the technical assistance, including 
salaries for the Soviet technicians in China, was to be paid for by the Chinese. 

Soviet industrial assistance to China during the early 1950s represented a 
significant burden for the Soviets who were still reconstructing their own 
country after the devastating effects of World War II. In the period when the 
biggest Soviet loans were made, 1950-52, China was the only country to 
receive any Soviet credits. 

Although the Soviets' terms for assistance were generous (a one per cent 
interest rate to be paid in goods rather than hard currency), the assistance wai 
entirely in the form of loans. And when they turned over the joint stock 
companies to the Chinese, the Soviets insisted on total repayment (which 
they had not done in the cases of Eastern Europe and Mongolia). 6 

Soviet military assistance during the 1950$, much of it in support of 
Chinese actions during the Korean War, amounted to an additional SI.5 
billion. This money too (including the amount for the Korean War effort) 
had to be repaid to the Soviet Union, and at a higher rate of interest than the 
one per cent for economic assistance. 7 This requirement that the Chinese 
repay the Soviets for military assistance rendered during the Korean War, 
when the Chinese had made such heavy sacrifices in blood, caused consider¬ 
able resentment, and would certainly seem to be an unjust imposition. 

During the Great Leap Forward, 1958-59, friction developed between the 
Soviet technical advisers who remained sceptical about the whole endeavour, 
preferring slower and more organized growth, and the Chinese who were 
promoting rapid industrialization based on grass roots enthusiasm. From 195K 
the Soviet advisers were basically ignored. In 1960, after two years of futile 
argument, the Soviet Union withdrew all of its technical experts from Chino 
along with most of the blueprints and specifications for the still uncompleted 
projects they had been working on. 

By the time the technicians were withdrawn, considerable antagonism had 
developed between the Soviet Union and China on a number of other issues. 
The Chinese had always resented the fact that the Soviets did not give them 
active support during the Civil War after 1945; indeed the Soviets advised 
alliance with and subordination to Chiang Kai-shek. After 1955 they had also 
become increasingly unwilling to grant more economic assistance to China. 
Further, they had demanded concessions such as Chinese renunciation of all 
claims to Mongolia and the establishment of Soviet-Chinese joint stock 
companies. 

In the period 1957-63, public antagonism between the two developed 
regarding the possibility of peaceful co-existence with the West. The two sidei 
disagreed to what extent support for the world revolutionary movement wai 
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lo be restrained in the interests of avoiding world war between the U.S.S.R. 
und the NATO powers. The Chinese and the Soviets both supported the 
principle of peaceful co-existence (a concept initially developed by Lenin for 
(he Soviet Union). Indeed the following principles were incorporated into 
virtually every treaty made by the People’s Republic of China after 1954: 
mutual respect for each other’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, non- 
aggression, non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and 
mutual benefit, and peaceful co-existence. 8 

The difference between the Soviets and Chinese on the question of co¬ 
existence with the capitalist countries was a matter of degree. The Chinese 
felt the Soviets were unnecessarily withholding military support for Third 
World struggles, especially the Algerian, the Congolese, the Cubans and the 
Vietnamese, in order to appease the United States and avoid the risk of war. 

It was during this period that the Soviets increasingly emphasized the 
imminent danger of nuclear hostilities and the importance of ending the Cold 
War and achieving peaceful co-existence with the U.S.A. The question of 
nuclear war was central in the Sino-Soviet dispute. The Soviets had originally 
promised that they would provide China with the atomic bomb, but in 1957 
they reneged on their agreement claiming that nuclear proliferation repre¬ 
sented a danger to world peace. This of course implied that the Chinese 
might use the Soviet provided weapons to start a war that the Soviets would 
l>c drawn into. 9 Although the Chinese felt that they needed to have the 
(tomb to protect themselves from possible intervention by the U.S., and 
American backed regimes such as Taiwan, the Chinese did recognize the great 
danger of nuclear warfare. For example in 1963 they proposed to the world 
that: 

All countries in the world, both nuclear and non-nuclear solemnly 
declare that they will prohibit and destroy nuclear weapons completely, 
(horoughly, totally and resolutely. Concretely speaking, they will not use 
nuclear weapons, nor export, nor manufacture, nor test, nor stockpile 
them, and they will destroy all the existing establishments for the research, 
testing and manufacture of nuclear weapons in the world . . . 

The Chinese Government and people are deeply concerned that nuclear 
weapons can be prohibited, nuclear war can be prevented and world peace 
preserved. We call upon the countries in the Socialist camp and all the 
peace loving countries and people of the world to unite and fight un¬ 
swervingly to the end for the complete, thorough, total and resolute 
prohibition and destruction of nuclear weapons and for the defence of 
world peace. 10 

The Chinese have consistently gone on to argue however that, if nuclear war 
iIjhjs break out, in spite of efforts to stop it, then the surviving people of the 
world will surely make a revolution and what is left of the world will become 
•oclalist. Thus nuclear war is not a thing to be avoided at all costs. 

The dispute between the Chinese and the Soviets did not involve dis¬ 
agreement over whether peaceful co-existence with capitalist regimes was 
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desirable; the Chinese insisted that it was. Rather the dispute related to the 
risks to be taken in sending military assistance and offering diplomatic support 
to liberation movements such as those in the Congo, Algeria, Vietnam and 
Cuba. Likewise, they did not disagree about whether progressive non-socialist 
regimes should be supported and encouraged to move to the left. The 
difference between them was merely over which countries showed the most 
promise and how actively the process of encouraging such non-revolutionary 
progressive processes should be pursued. In the last half of the 1950s, the 
Chinese were guided by the spirit of the Bandung Conference which tried to 
build unity among all the newly independent countries of Asia and Africa, 
no matter how reactionary, in order to struggle more effectively against 
imperialism. During this period, the Chinese insisted on not supporting 
intervention or interference in the internal affairs of established Third World 
governments. See, in this regard, Chou En-Lai’s speech at the Bandung 
Conference in April 1955. 11 

In the first half of the 1960s, the Chinese changed direction and tried to 
create a coalition of progressive Third World countries, including Cambodia 
and Indonesia, to constitute a militant anti-imperialist force. This third force 
was to be based on both socialist and non-socialist countries. China's major 
partner in this endeavour, Sukarno's Indonesia, had the biggest Communist 
Party of any non-socialist country in the world. The Indonesian Communist 
Party's programme looked to a peaceful transition to power and a gradual 
transition to socialism. It was not until July 1967, two years after the Party 
was smashed, that the Chinese stopped supporting these principles and backed 
the reconstructed Indonesian Communist Party's new insistence on armed 
struggle as the only way to power. 12 

The Chinese in the 1960s insisted on more active support for both revo¬ 
lutionary forces (Algeria, Cuba up to 1966, and Vietnam) and non-revolut¬ 
ionary anti-imperialist forces (Cambodia, Burma and Indonesia until 1965) 
than the Soviets were willing to extend. They challenged the Soviets' more 
cautious interpretation of peaceful co-existence, by eventually arguing that 
only world revolution can stop world war since the logic of imperialism 
results in inter-imperialist war, and in any case if nuclear war were to break 
out it would give rise to revolution. 

In the late 1950s the Soviets and Chinese also disagreed on the questions 
of Taiwan and the Chinese border with India. During the 1957-58 confront¬ 
ation between China and Taiwan plus the U.S. over the islands of Quemoy 
and Matsu, the Soviets counselled a de-escalation of hostility while the 
Chinese tried to pull them into more active support of their cause. Again in 
1959-60, after the Chinese had suppressed the feudal led insurrection in Tibet 
and incorporated the province fully, a confrontation between India and 
China developed over their common border. The Soviets, in spite of Chinese 
pleas for support, remained neutral, counselling a peaceful settlement 
although Soviet maps supported the Chinese definition of the border. In the 
subsequent 1962 border war between India and China, the Soviets continued 
to remain neutral, but actually supplied India with planes. Needless to say, 
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the lack of Soviet support during these confrontations with Taiwan and India 
greatly angered the Chinese. 13 

The growing antagonism and, after 1960, increasingly public Chinese dis¬ 
agreements with Soviet policies and actions led the Soviet Union to put 
pressure on the Chinese to modify their positions. The Soviets, insisting on 
being the leading force in the world communist movement, did not at all like 
the challenge to their leadership. By the early 1960s the Chinese were openly 
accusing the Soviets of revisionism (i.e. of having betrayed the basic principles 
of Marxism-Leninism), and as a result were de facto claiming to be the new 
centre of the world revolutionary movement. Soviet displeasure with the 
increasingly independent course the Chinese were taking was the major cause 
of the withdrawal of Soviet technicians and blueprints in 1960, the cessation 
of other forms of Soviet assistance, and the drastic cut (by two-thirds) in 
Soviet exports to China. In 1961 Albania was likewise cut off by the Soviets 
because of its support for the Chinese positions. This made it clear to other 
socialist countries and parties that the U.S.S.R. was insistent on the isolation 
of China. These measures were clear cases of Soviet hegemonism. 14 

Although in many ways Soviet assistance to China in the 1950s was less 
generous than her assistance to Eastern Europe, especially in that China alone 
had to pay the Soviets for their share of the joint stock companies and pay 
Tor Korean War military assistance, it would not be correct to conclude that 
the Soviet Union had an imperialist relationship with China in the 1950s. 
China benefited considerably from the technical assistance provided and, as 
was clearly shown by the post-1957 Chinese actions, she was able to act 
thoroughly independently of Soviet desires. The relationship between the two 
until 1958 while clearly not a manifestation of social imperialism could fairly 
be called one of Soviet hegemonism. As long as the Chinese followed the 
development policies preferred by the Soviets and generally supported Soviet 
foreign policies, the Soviets gave them considerable support. But when they 
began to pursue independent development policies, such as the Great Leap 
forward, and began developing an independent and more militant foreign 
policy, the Soviets cut back on assistance and exports in order to put pressure 
on the Chinese to tow the line. When the Chinese refused to accept Soviet 
leadership in economic and foreign policy questions and tried rather aggres¬ 
sively to convince other communist parties that the Chinese position was 
correct and that the Soviets were tending towards revisionism, the latter 
tcsponded by taking drastic sanctions against China, trying to isolate her in 
I lie world communist movement. This clearly reflected Soviet hegemonistic 
IHilicies. 


Cuba 

Before 1960 approximately 70 per cent of all Cuban trade was with the U.S.A. 
Cuba was as integrated into the American economy as most of the U.S. states. 
When the U.S.A. imposed a total prohibition on exports to and imports from 
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Cuba in an attempt to overthrow her new revolutionary regime, the Soviet 
Union immediately stepped in to prevent the collapse of the Cuban economy, 
thus allowing the Revolution to consolidate itself. 

The Soviet Union has remained Cuba's principal trading partner ever since 
In the period 1972-74,36.6 per cent of all Cuban exports and 52.1 per cent 
of all her imports were with the Soviet Union. The percentage of total Cuban 
imports from the U.S.S.R. has been more or less constant since the mid 1960i 
But the percentage of total exports going to the U.S.S.R. has declined signtfi 
cantly (from 45.8 per cent in 1964-67 to 36.6 per cent in 1972-74). 15 The 
Cubans have been increasingly able to find alternative markets for their 
exports while remaining heavily reliant on the U.S.S.R. to provide them (at n 
subsidized rate) with the goods necessary for their development. 

The Soviets have been consistently exporting far more to the Cubans than 
the Cubans have to them. In 1960-63 the ratio of Cuban imports from the 
U.S.S.R. to her exports to that country was 1.58; in 1964-67,1.57; in 1968-71, 
2.03; and in 1972-74,1.67. Clearly the Soviets have been heavily subsidizing 
Cuba by providing a large share of her vital imports without a return. 

One way the Soviets have provided a major subsidy to the Cubans has been 
by consistently buying Cuban sugar at more than the world price. In 1965*70 
they paid 261 per cent of the world market price for Cuban sugar, which 
amounted to an average annual Soviet subsidy of SI73 million a year. In 
1960-70 as a whole, they paid SI ,168 million to the Cubans over and above 
the prevailing world market prices for Cuban sugar (see Table 9.1). The Soviet 
price for Cuban sugar from 1965 to 1973 was 6.11 U.S. cents a pound. Until 
1972 this was considerably above the world price. In 1972 the world sugar 
price went above the Soviet price (to 73(f) for only the second time and 
the Soviet price was then renegotiated upward to about 11 cents a pound, 
once again significantly above the world price level. 16 The Soviets have con 
sistently renegotiated the sugar price upwards whenever the free market price 
has come to exceed the agreed upon price between the two countries. A fuillnu 
renegotiation occurred in 1974 when the world price sky rocketed tempor¬ 
arily to 29.7 f. Thus, even in the period of exceptionally high world sugar 
prices (1974-76), the Soviets paid 25 per cent more than the world market 
price for their sugar imports from Cuba. 17 The predetermined and stable prlci* 
(except for upward adjustments) for Cuban sugar paid by the Soviet Union 
and other COMECON countries has allowed the Cubans to plan production 
and projects paid for by their sugar exports. The Soviet guarantee of sugar 
prices and its subsidy have enabled socialist Cuba to avoid the inherent 
discrimination and economic dislocations normally suffered by Third World 
agricultural exporters in capitalist world markets. 

The Soviets also subsidize and offer a guaranteed market for the Cubans* 
second major export, nickel. They have consistently bought Cuban nickel al 
twice the world price, providing another important source of the island's 
income. Soviet guaranteed purchases of sugar and nickel have been especially 
important to Cuba because of the international boycott initiated by the U S 
government and transnational corporations. Pressure from the United Stairs 
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Table 9.1 

Soviet Sugar Imports from Cuba, 1960-1970 
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In this year the Soviet Union unexpectedly gained. 
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goes so far as to prohibit the import of other countries* steel, etc. if it contains 
Cuban nickel. Without Soviet purchases, it is doubtful whether the Cuban 
Revolution could have survived the impossible economic situation it was put 
in by the U.S. 18 

The Soviets also provide most of Cuba's imports of petroleum, minerals, 
fertilizer, steel, machinery, trucks, tractors and other agricultural machines, as 
well as other raw materials and many basic foodstuffs such as grains. A large 
number of Cuban factories have been built with Soviet assistance. 19 In 1971 
there were about 3,000 Soviet technicians and military advisers in Cuba. In 
1973 about 1,500 Cubans were undergoing advanced technical training in the 
U.S.S.R. (85 per cent of them engineers and technicians). 20 The Soviets 
from the beginning committed themselves to all-round development of the 
Cuban economy 21 In 1973 they again demonstrated their commitment to the 
development of Cuba by granting about S300 million worth of technical aid 
to mechanize the sugar harvest, and to modernize and expand nickel, elec¬ 
tricity, oil refineries, textile and metallurgical operations (this credit to be 
repaid from 1976 to the year 2000). 22 To a large extent because of Soviet 
aid in its multitudinous forms, Cuban industry has grown at a respectable 
rate. Heavy industry increased 2.9 times from 1958 to 1975. In the period 
1970-75 the rate of industrial growth was 11 per cent per annum 23 

The first Cuban-Soviet trade agreement, signed in 1961, stipulated that the 
Cubans would pay for Soviet imports 80 per cent in Cuban goods and 20 per 
cent in convertible currency. As it became clear that the Cubans would not 
easily be able to pay, the Soviets increasingly gave the Cubans credits for their 
purchases. These credits have virtually amounted to grants because of the 
repeated deferment of repayments and their interest-free nature. In 1973 all 
outstanding repayments on Cuba’s debt to the Soviet Union were postponed 
until 1986. These repayments were then to be spread out over a 25 year 
period, repaid without interest and in Cuban products. In addition an agree¬ 
ment was signed granting Cuba generous export credits for the 1973-75 
period to be repaid on the same terms. 24 It is difficult to imagine more 
generous terms, short of outright grants. Since past Cuban debt repayments 
have been put off when Cuba has had difficulty repaying, it can be assumed 
that the repayments, when and if they start in 1986, will not be a major 
burden for her. 

The Soviets have also provided military assistance to the Cubans. Up to 
1971 they received about SI .5 billion to modernize and build up their armed 
forces. Although most of this military assistance was formally granted on 
credit, for all practical purposes the aid has been a gift. 25 It is clear that thli 
assistance to Cuba has cost the U.S.S.R. a lot. There has never been a more 
generous programme of economic and military assistance to a Third World 
country (with the possible exception of U.S. aid to its puppet regimes in 
South Korea and South Vietnam). 

Soviet generosity to Cuba has transcended the often serious political 
differences they have had with each other, especially in the pre-1969 period. 
However, the Soviets have from time to time put pressure on the Cubans, as 
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is their habit with socialist countries with which they disagree. This has taken 
the form of reductions in economic assistance when Cuba has been too 
actively opposed to Soviet policies, and corresponding increases in assistance 
when the two parties concur. For example, at the height of the quarrel 
between Moscow and Havana in 1967-68 when the Cubans were giving active 
support to revolutionary movements in Latin America and attacking the 
reformism of the continents communist parties, irregularities and delays 
appeared in Soviet deliveries of fuel and other crucial goods to Cuba. There 
were delays in the signing of new trade agreements and the Soviets even began 
to press for payment of interest on new credits. 26 At the end of 1968, after 
the quarrel had been resolved, these rather minor economic sanctions were 
removed and Soviet assistance became more generous than ever. In the 
early 1970s the two countries became closer politically than ever before. 

Cuba at long last accepted Soviet economic advice about the need to 
emphasize material incentives, careful economic planning and not too head¬ 
long industrialization, while at the same time reducing somewhat her support 
for adventurist guerrilla movements and her attacks on Latin American 
communist parties. 

The peak of Cuban-Soviet disagreement had occurred in 1967-68. In 
January 1966 the Tricontinental Congress of world revolutionary forces, 
including both the Chinese and the Soviets, was held in Havana. Both these 
powers had hopes of emerging from the conference as the leading force in the 
struggles of Third World revolutionaries. But an alliance of North Korea, 

North Vietnam, the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam and Cuba 
emerged to isolate both the Soviets and Chinese. Both were excluded from the 
Executive Secretariat of the Tricontinental organization (the only communist 
countries represented on this body were Cuba as secretary-general, North 
Korea and the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam). However, they 
were both given seats on the Committee of Assistance and Aid to the 
National Liberation Movements and of Struggle against Neocolonialism. This 
meant they were being encouraged to provide money and military assistance 
to liberation struggles while being denied a directing role. Neither the Chinese 
nor Soviets were happy with the outcome. January 1966, the very month of 
(he Tricontinental Congress, marked the sharp outbreak of antagonism 
between Cuba and China. This followed a sudden halt in Chinese rice ship¬ 
ments to the island. The same period also marked the beginning of a deterior¬ 
ation in relations between Cuba and the Soviets. The Tricontinental Congress 
Indicated the emergence of Cuba as a third independent Communist centre, 
more actively committed to armed revolutionary struggle in the Third World 
Ilian either the Soviets or the Chinese. 27 In the summer of 1967, Castro 
Mated in an interview with The New York Times that ‘true Marxism-Leninism 
in not communism as it is practised in Russia, Eastern Europe or China.’ 211 

In the period that followed (1966-68), the Cubans vociferously advocated 
Soviet intervention on the side of North Vietnam. They published Regis 
Dcbray’s Revolution in the Revolution which was sharply critical of both 
I lie Chinese and Soviet theories of revolution and considerably more activist 
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than either. Cuba also sent Che Guevara and others to start a revolution in 
Bolivia, and gave active support to many guerrilla struggles throughout Latin 
America and Africa. They escalated their attacks on the traditional Latin 
American communist parties for being reformist, submissive, conciliatory, 
and enemies of revolutionary armed struggle. 29 

The struggle between the Cubans and the Soviets in 1966-68 was mani¬ 
fested domestically by a purge of pro-Soviets from the Cuban Communist 
Party. Anibal Escalante, a top leader of the pre-1959 Cuban Communist 
Party and about 40 other leading pro-Moscow Communists were expelled in 
January 1968 from the Party, and many tried and sentenced as traitors. 
Members of this ‘micro-faction’ were accused of spreading pro-Soviet and 
anti-Castro propaganda, passing secrets to the Soviets and pressuring the 
Cuban leadership into adopting a pro-Moscow line. 30 

The fact that the Cubans didn’t hesitate to take independent action in 
support of Third World revolution - even though they were in an extremely 
vulnerable position vis-a-vis the U.S., reliant economically on the Soviet Union 
and had been cut off by China - demonstrates that they are nobody’s pawns. 
And the fact, in turn,that the Soviets exerted only minor economic pressure ■ 
on them during this period, in spite of rather grievous insults and provocat¬ 
ions, furthermore suggests that the Soviets are not a typical hegemonic power 
insistent on submissive behaviour as the reward for their benevolence. 

The subsequent reconciliation between the U.S.S.R. and Cuba which 
occurred in late 1968 was motivated more by the Cubans’ actual experiences 
than by any pressure put on them by the Soviets. The failures of the Cuban 
economy were summed up as being a product of adventurist economic 
policies and attempts to skip stages on the road towards full communism. 
These failures convinced the Cubans that the Soviets were correct in their 
economic advice to rely on more material incentives, more careful planning, 
an only gradual transition to communism and a more careful and balanced 
industrialization policy. The failure of Che Guevara in Bolivia and the inability 
of any guerrilla movements in Latin America to come close to success, like¬ 
wise demonstrated the errors of the rather adventurist Cuban line in inter¬ 
national affairs, and suggested that perhaps the more traditional Soviet and 
Latin American CP. approach to revolution was not totally bankrupt after 
all. To persist in disastrous domestic and international policies in the face of 
obvious failures would have been suicidal. And if followed long enough, it 
would have meant the discrediting of Cuba as an international revolutionary 
force and probably the eventual collapse of its socialist regime. By late 1968 
it was becoming clear to the Cubans that Soviet policies were not as wrong 
as they had thought, while Soviet benevolence in continuing to support Cuba 
in spite of the hostility between the two countries, came to be regarded as 
evidence that the Soviet Union was a true friend. 

The Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia in the middle of 1968 was also 
an important influence on the Cuban leadership’s decision to reverse its 
course. The Cubans wanted the Soviets to promise the same kind of help to 
them as they had provided the Left in Czechoslovakia, in the event of an 
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attempt at counter-revolution in Cuba. They also wanted the Soviets to inter¬ 
vene against the reformist forces in the Latin American communist parties. 
Fidel Castro argued in August 1968: 

The essential thing is whether the Socialist bloc could permit the develop¬ 
ment of a political situation which might lead to the breakdown of a 
Socialist country .. . From our viewpoint, it is not permissible and the 
Socialist bloc has the right to prevent it in one way or another .. . 

I ask, in the light of the facts and in the light of the bitter reality which 
led the Warsaw Pact countries to send their forces to crush a counter¬ 
revolution in Czechoslovakia and to support a minority there . . . against 
a majority with rightist positions; I ask if they will cease supporting also 
in Latin America those rightist, reformist, submissive, and conciliatory 
leaders, enemies of revolutionary armed struggle who oppose the people’s 
liberation struggle. 31 


It is interesting to recall that the relations between China and Cuba deterior¬ 
ated sharply in January 1966 after the Chinese cut off vital imports of rice and 
insisted that all future trade with Cuba would have to be balanced. The 
Chinese refused to subsidize the Cuban economy in any way because of Cuba’s 
friendship with the U.S.S.R., even though the Cubans maintained their inde¬ 
pendence from both China and the Soviet Union. The Chinese economic 
sanctions followed caustic Chinese barbs against her. 93 This move by China 
in 1966 (which foreshadowed China’s treatment of Albania and Vietnam in 
1978) was comparable to similar Soviet actions against other socialist 
countries whose foreign policies displeased the Soviet Union (Yugoslavia in 
1948, China in 1960, Albania in 1961, North Korea in 1962, and Romania 
in the late 1960s. It shows that there is no qualitative difference between 
Chinese and Soviet treatment of weaker socialist countries. 

The reconciliation between Cuba and the Soviet Union after 1968 and the 
especially warm relations which have existed since 1973 by no means imply 
that Cuba has a satellite status in relation to the Soviet Union. Nor do they 
point to a reduction in Cuban commitment to aiding revolutionary struggles 
in the Third World. All the evidence indicates that the Cubans are legiti¬ 
mately thankful for the extremely benevolent Soviet assistance and advice 
since 1960 and they tend genuinely to agree on most international issues 
nowadays, while still giving crucial support to Third World struggles. Here 
the most outstanding example is Cuban assistance to the revolutionary 
struggle of the M.P.L.A. in Angola (perhaps the best illustration of prole¬ 
tarian internationalism since the raising of the International Brigades during 
the Spanish Civil War of the 1930s). Cuban assistance to the Angolan Revo¬ 
lution was comparable to Soviet assistance to the Spanish Republic (when it 
was threatened by Italian and German fascist intervention in the 1930s) and 
Oiinese assistance to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (when it 
was threatened by U.S. intervention in the 1950s). Cuba gave heroic support 
to the Angolan people’s struggle against the C.I.A. and South African 
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intervention in Angola, although it put her in great jeopardy on account of her 
vulnerability to the U.S. This indicates once again that Cuba puts the interests 
of the Third World revolutionary struggle above her own short-run state 
interests to a greater extent than either the Soviets or especially the Chinese. 

Cuba is now on better terms with the traditional Latin American commun¬ 
ist parties than it has ever been. And while support has been extended to 
other roads for social change, particularly progressive nationalist military 
regimes in Peru and Panama and the electoral road in Chile (1970-73), Cuba 
continues to train revolutionaries and give support to guerrilla actions such 
as those in Uruguay, Argentina and Nicaragua. Cuban backing for guerrilla 
groups is, however, no longer granted to virtually any group seeking it, no 
matter how small or impossible the task, but has tended to be limited to just 
the more serious major groups who produce results and have some chance of 
success. The Cubans by no means unconditionally back the traditional Latin 
communist parties whom the Soviets still favour over other major leftist forces 
in Latin America. 33 

The attitude of the Cubans toward the Soviets, which by all indications is 
based upon a genuinely independent judgment (whether or not it is valid) can 
be summed up by the following quote from Fidel Castro’s speech to the First 
Congress of the Cuban Communist Party in 1975: 

There will be many changes in the future, the day will even come when 
capitalism disappears in the United States, but our feeling of friendship for 
the people that helped us in those decisive and critical years, when we faced 
starvation and extermination, will be everlasting. This adds to our gratitude 
to the people that blazed the trail of the socialist revolution and that, at 
the cost of millions of lives, freed the world from the scourge of fascism. 
Our confidence in Lenin’s Homeland is unbounded, because in the course 
of more than half a century the Soviet revolution has proved its adherence 
to the principles and consistent line of behaviour in its international policy. 
It has shown this not only in Cuba but also in Viet Nam, in the Middle 
East, in the Portuguese colonies fighting for their independence, in Chile, 
Cyprus, Yemen, Angola and every other part of the world where the 
national liberation movement confronts colonialism and imperialism, as it 
once did in an exemplary manner with the heroic Spanish people. This 
incontestable truth has not been invalidated by a single exception, and in 
the long run any slanderous attempt to deny history’s objective facts will 
be useless. The U.S.S.R. has also made a decisive contribution to world 
peace, without which, in this epoch of growing scarcity of raw materials 
and fuel, the imperialist powers would have launched upon a new and 
voracious partition of the world. The mere existence of the powerful 
Soviet State makes this alternative impossible. Its detractors, who try to 
deny this, are like dogs barking at the moon. 34 


Conclusions 

There is no evidence of social imperialism in Soviet economic relations with 
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the socialist countries of the Third World such as China and Cuba. Soviet 
economic relations with China in the 1950s, while considerably less benevo¬ 
lent than its relations with Cuba in the 1960s and 1970s, and with Eastern 
Europe after 1956, nevertheless played an important positive role in the 
development of China without securing any economic advantages for the 
Soviet Union in return. The massive and extremely generous economic 
support of Cuba by the Soviets since 1960 is probably the leading case to 
disprove the thesis of social imperialism. 

But, while there is no evidence that the Soviet Union is social imperialist 
in her dealings with the Third World socialist countries, there is a lot of 
evidence to show that it has tried to be hegemonic, during the 1950s and 
early 1960s. The sanctions taken against China for her independent course, 
as well as the failure to be as generous with her as with the other much 
smaller socialist countries, indicates Soviet hegemonism in the pre-1960 
period. Lesser sanctions taken against the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea in 1962-64 for becoming too close to China, and the minor sanctions 
taken against Cuba in the 1966-68 period for its independent and extremely 
militant course, also reflect hegemonism. While Soviet relations with China 
in the 1950s would appear to be as clear a manifestation of Soviet hegemon¬ 
ism as exists, its behaviour towards North Korea and Cuba have clearly been 
rather minor aspects of overall Soviet relations with these two countries. The 
Cubans in particular established themselves as an independent revolutionary 
force subservient to no one, while the Soviets have consistently provided 
essential economic support to the revolutionary regime. 

It would seem that the case of China is a special one, having to do with: 

(1) its serious potential for becoming an alternative world centre for the 
communist movement; and (2) with the tendency for its independent 
development to occur earlier than any other communist movement or state, 
except the Yugoslavs who were dealt with in a manner much more drastic 
than the Chinese. Soviet treatment of the Chinese cannot be considered the 
archetypal case of Soviet relations with Third World socialist countries. 

While in the 1950s the Soviets clearly tried to preserve their hegemony over 
the world communist movement (including over the governing communist 
parties of the Third World) by the 1960s they came, as a result of consider¬ 
able pressure, to abdicate more and more from this role, becoming increasing¬ 
ly tolerant towards alternative perspectives in the world communist movement. 
The minor sanctions applied against North Korea and Cuba in the mid 1960s, 
compared to the serious sanctions taken against China earlier and the even 
more drastic sanctions taken against Yugoslavia in the 1940s, clearly indicate 
u considerable reduction in Soviet hegemonism. Their admittedly unhappy 
tolerance of the major Eurocommunist parties in the 1970s, together with 
I heir continuing conciliatory gestures towards China, indicate a still further 
decline in Soviet hegemonism during that time. In summary, while there are 
still some minor elements of hegemonism in Soviet relations with Third World 
socialist countries, these relations are in fact essentially governed by what the 
Soviets call proletarian internationalism. 
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Summarizing our findings about Soviet relations with the countries of 
Eastern Europe and the socialist and non-socialist countries of the Third 
World, we can only conclude that there are both important similarities and 
differences in them. Most importantly, in none of the three sets of countries 
is there any substantial evidence to show that the Soviet Union is social 
imperialist. In none of the three does the Soviet Union engage in exploitation 
through trade, economic assistance or foreign investments. Nor does she, in 
any of them, dominate their economies in order to make them into raw 
materia] suppliers or economic dependencies of the U.S.S.R. In all cases, 
Soviet involvement facilitates the autonomous economic development and 
industrialization of these countries. She is not social imperialist. 

In some areas, nevertheless, namely Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union is 
still hegemonic. And in others, namely the socialist countries of the Third 
World, hegemonism has been, albeit decreasingly, a major component of 
Soviet relations. While it was perhaps the dominant aspect of such relations 
in the 1950s, it is clearly only a secondary component in the 1970s. As for 
the non-socialist countries of the Third World, on the other hand, no sub¬ 
stantial evidence can be found that the Soviet Union is, or attempts to be, 
hegemonic, although she clearly and correctly intervenes in support of pro¬ 
gressive regimes and national liberation struggles. 

This long exploration of the relationship between the Soviet Union and 
other socialist countries, as well as with the non-capitalist Third World, forces 
us to conclude that the Soviet Union cannot be called a social imperialist 
superpower. The Chinese are wrong. 

There are no mechanisms analogous to overproduction operating in the 
Soviet economy which force the pursuit of overseas investment outlets, or 
trade surpluses in order to facilitate the accumulation of capital. Soviet 
foreign relations generally benefit liberation and other progressive forces 
against conservative and reactionary ones. Soviet overseas involvements do 
not advance the economic interests of the Soviet Union at the expense of the 
peoples of other socialist countries or of the Third World. The Soviet Union 
does not seek or obtain expansionist oriented military bases overseas. And 
Soviet policies do not generally hinder the advance of the world socialist 
movement, although they have spread considerable dissension, and in places 
demoralization, among communists and progressives. 

Soviet hegemonism, benevolent as it might often be, is still however a 
force in the world communist movement and especially among the socialist 
COMECON countries of Eastern Europe and Mongolia. The Soviets still tend 
to maintain that they have the best understanding of the correct road to 
socialism and communism, although they have grown more tolerant towards 
opposition in the Western communist parties and in the East European 
countries, than ever before. Soviet hegemonism is gradually being eroded as 
each communist party and socialist regime increasingly comes to decide its 
own policies. These policies, of course, often tend to converge in particular 
regions - for example towards Euro-Communism or revisionism in the major 
parties in the advanced capitalist countries, Maoism in much of South-east 
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Asia and pro-Sovietism in most of Eastern Europe and the smaller communist 
parties outside of Western Europe. 
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10. The Soviet 
Retrospect 


Union: 
and Prospect 


In this final chapter, I will attempt to sum up the evidence from the earlier 
chapters about the class nature of the Soviet Union. I shall examine briefly 
the historical development of Soviet society (specifically the Stalin years), 
look at the development of Soviet hegemonism and speculate about the 
possible future of the Soviet Union. In conclusion, I will look at the political 
implications of this study for the world socialist movement. 


The Class Nature of the U.S.S.R. 

Our long road through the available empirical data has led us to the inexor¬ 
able conclusion that the Soviet Union is a socialist society, albeit a somewhat 
distorted one. Markets do not have a logic of their own in the Soviet Union 
and so the laws of the labour market do not prevail. The Soviet economy, 
including labour allocation, is governed by a central plan and not by the 
pursuit of profit, as are all market capitalist formations. No exploiting class 
controls the means of production nor dominates the state and party. 

To show that an exploiting class exists, it must be demonstrated that the 
people who are in leading roles operating the means of production exercise 
control over the production process in ways that benefit themselves at the 
expense of the actual producers. It must be specifically shown that they 
appropriate the economic surplus of the producers for their own ends. This 
is not the case to any appreciable degree in the Soviet Union. Although the 
salaries and fringe benefits of the managerial and government power 
elite are significantly greater than those of the average productive worker (by 
a factor of four or five), this is very small compared to either the differential 
between ruling class families and the productive classes in the Western 
capitalist countries or in comparison to the size of the economic surplus which 
is disposed of in the U.S.S.R. The high and growing level of free goods and 
services, the rapidly rising standard of living, and above all the rapidly diminish' 
ing economic inequality and the increasing depth and breadth of political 
debate and participation are strong indicators that the power elite are not 
benefiting at the expense of the productive masses. Moreover the former 
prerogatives and privileges of these people are steadily diminishing. 
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Nothing like a social class of owners and controllers of industry, such as 
exists in the capitalist countries, is present in the Soviet Union. Although the 
professional intelligentsia are able to give their children a chance some three 
times greater than that of the manual working class, to make it into the 
intelligentsia (even then half the recruits to this stratum come from the 
working class), there is no inheritance of top managerial or government 
positions. In fact about 75 per cent of top positions continue to be filled 
by people from backgrounds outside the intelligentsia. While the occupants 
of leading managerial and governmental positions do have significant privi¬ 
leges in comparison to factory workers, in relative terms these are far less 
than in the West. They are also fully compatible with the official Soviet view 
that they are necessary as incentives to motivate workers and students to 
take on the responsibilities of leading roles (an argument not unlike that of 
the functionalists in the West). These facts do not amount to evidence for the 
emergence of a new ruling class which exploits the workers. 

The picture which has emerged from this study is that Soviet society can 
best be seen as composed of the following social strata: (1) the peasantry 
who are the poorest and least influential group; (2) the manual working class, 
who, economically and politically, are considerably better off relative to 
peasants, white collar employees, managers and the professional intelligentsia, 
than are their counterparts in Western capitalist countries; (3) enterprise 
managers and Party and state officials, most of whom have humble back¬ 
grounds, and relatively (compared to the West) few privileges vis-a-vis the 
industrial working class; (4) the lower level white collar employees, who have 
little influence or privileges; and (5) the professional intelligentsia who are 
definitely the most privileged group in Soviet society as well as the most 
socially cohesive. It is important to note that, unlike the case in capitalist 
societies, occupants of the most powerful economic and political positions 
are not the same as those who have the most privilege. In sum, the picture 
emerges of a petty bourgeoisie, who the Soviets themselves call highly 
educated workers (and who much of the New Left would have referred to as 
'new working class'), led by technical experts and scientists who play an 
important, but not politically leading, role in the Soviet Union; an industrial 
working class, which is relatively privileged and powerful; and a group of 
managers and officials who do not form a distinct social class, let alone a 
ruling class. 

There appears to be a high level of political support for the Soviet system 
by the producing classes, as well as a high level of political participation. The 
working class plays a central and growing role in both basic society-wide 
decision making and in day-to-day operation of the enterprises where they 
work and the communities in which they live. There appear to be consider¬ 
able obstacles to the power elite making decisions which run against the basic 
interests of the masses or which reverse the trend of the last 20 years towards 
greater equality and popular democracy. It is most likely that greater actual 
power resides with the producing classes than with a small power elite of 
managers and officials. 
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In sum, the Soviet Union must be categorized as an authentically socialist 
country, albeit one in which party and state officials play the central role 
both in initiating decision making and in day-to-day operation of the economy. 
There appears to be a distortion in the Soviet Union’s state socialism towards 
concentration of power and to a lesser degree privileges, in the hands of 
experts - engineers, economists, scientists, professionals, technicians and 
specialists in general. Compared to a decentralized socialism, such as the 
Chinese (circa 1966-76), these latter strata in the U.S.S.R. appear to be 
playing a disproportionate role vis-a-vis common working people. For the 
most part, however, it seems that their superior decision making role is not 
so much used for their own personal benefit, as to guide Soviet society 
according to their almost technocratic ideology of efficiency and scientific 
expertise. The state socialism of the Soviets has a strong technocratic, rather 
than bureaucratic or charismatic bias, enabling it to be categorized as a 
technocratic state socialism. 


Stalin 

It is peculiar that many Marxists who maintain a consistently materialist 
position when analysing the development of capitalist or pre-capitalist 
societies (always looking for class forces and class struggles to explain 
historical developments) resort to explaining developments in the Soviet 
Union from the 1920s to the 1950s largely in terms of individual personali¬ 
ties - ‘Great Men’, personal motivations, power hunger, and so on. This is true 
of both apologists for Stalin and their arch opponents the Trotskyists. The 
reason for using these latter (and un-Marxist) categories, when analysing 
the transitional years of Soviet history, lies in the intense political commit¬ 
ments, loyalties and bitternesses experienced by various Marxist parties and 
factions during these years. They consequently feel the need either to legiti¬ 
mate among the masses (who are not always fiilly conscious Marxists) 
what was happening in the Soviet Union by attributing super-human charac¬ 
teristics to Stalin, or conversely to attempt to win widespread support for 
movements antagonistic to the Soviet Union, among people who make no 
pretence of accepting the materialist conception of history. The bitterness 
of the struggles between the mainstream communist parties of the world 
and their social democratic and Trotskyist opponents outlasted the death 
of Stalin and continues to colour analyses of Soviet history. The personal 
experiences of the post-1953 Soviet leadership, bitter about the treatment 
they had received during the Stalin years, resulted in Khrushchev’s denunci¬ 
ation of the cult of personality in 1956. This analysis by the post-1953 
leadership (which subsequently became entangled in the Sino-Soviet split, 
with the Chinese essentially defending Stalin) has reinforced the tendency 
to ignore historical materialist categories in the analysis of Soviet history. 1 

Almost three decades have passed since the death of Stalin. Sufficient 
time,surely, for the world Marxist movement to gain enough distance from 
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the events of which he was at the centre, to evaluate objectively the meaning 
of the policies and events which occurred in the /ears when he was the 
leading figure in the world communist movement. Just as an objective 
analysis of the role of other revolutionary figures - Cromwell or Robespierre 
- had to wait a respectable number of years after their deaths, so too must 
a scientific analysis of the meaning of Stalin. 

Although emotions should by now have died down to the point where an 
objective analysis is possible, the consequences of a scientific understanding 
of the Stalin period remain considerable for the future of the world comm¬ 
unist movement. What if the analyses of Western anti-Marxist, or Trotskyist, 
or social democratic organizations are coned? What if Stalin really was one 
of the two most brutal despots of the twentieth century - responsible for 
the destruction of workers' power in the U.S.S.R. and the creation of a new 
bureaucratic class; responsible for the putting to death of millions for 
resisting his whims; and responsible for dealing with both domestic issues and 
foreign communist parties to the detriment of the development of socialism 
in the Soviet Union and the advance of the Communist movement overseas? 

If all this is so, very serious questions are necessarily raised about the liber¬ 
ating promise of Marxism. If the mainstream of the world Marxist movement 
followed Stalin’s leadership for 30 years in spite of these gross injustices and 
abuses, are Marxists, now or in the future, ever to be trusted to come to 
correct analyses and inspire the workers’ movement towards communism? 

If the revolutionary situation in the U.S.S.R. could so evolve in the 1920s 
that it turned into its opposite, what is to stop this from happening after 
revolutions in other countries? Perhaps it is better that we do not support a 
revolutionary process at all. Indeed if the claims, now accepted by virtually 
all leftists not closely associated with Albania or China (both of which 
continue to celebrate Stalin) are true, the Marxist Left faces terrible 
embarrassment. 

While it is undoubtedly true that Stalin sometimes demonstrated personal 
characteristics of rudeness, arrogance and distrust, that he sought to increase 
his own power (which became considerable), and that he was quite often 
vindictive, mistaken and caught up in the collective paranoia of this period 
in which the Soviet state was the most threatened, these factors can only be 
incidental to the material forces which were at work in the Soviet Union from 
the 1920s to the 1950s and which acted to produce the policies followed, as 
well as the results obtained. The policies in the period of Stalin’s leadership, 
as well as the mechanisms for decision making and mass involvement, were 
dictated in their broad outlines by the situation and were not the product of 
Stalin’s personal motives or psychological state. On the contrary, the person¬ 
alities and motives of Stalin and the other leaders were socially formed 
according to the requirements of the situation, and the leadership itself was 
socially selected on the basis of the effects of these two elements. Just as 
Marx did a class analysis of Napoleon III, we must do a class analysis of the 
Stalin period in order to uncover which class forces were operating through 
Stalin’s leadership and what the effects were of the policies of the Stalin 
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years on the class structure and development of socialism. 

The 1930s and 1940s, when the country was under severe international 
and domestic pressures, were the heroic period of Soviet history. Decision 
making undoubtedly became highly centralized at the expense of both Soviet 
and Party democracy. Economic inequality also increased. But, at the same 
time, the last vestiges of private capitalism were eliminated, the country was 
industrialized (with all that this meant for rising levels of consumption), and 
the working class expanded until it became a majority of the population. The 
people, also, were educated in basic Marxist principles. And the institutional 
framework was consolidated, something which was to be the basis for greatly 
expanding popular participation after the mid 1950s. In the period of Stalin’s 
leadership the Soviet Union successfully repulsed the Nazi invasion and 
destroyed fascist rule in central Europe (90 per cent of all German World War 
II casualties were caused by the Soviets). The U.S.S.R. was the only country 
able to resist the Nazi blitzkrieg. This success must in good part be attributed 
to the popular support and unity of Soviet leadership (they had no Quislings 
or Petains, the purges of the late 1930s, excessive as they were, had seen to 
that), and the ability of the Stalin leadership to inspire confidence in the 
Soviet people. 

This period also saw the coming to power of communist parties in a dozen 
other countries and their becoming major political forces in Western Europe, 
as well as in many Third World countries. On balance, the net gains for 
international and Soviet Communism during this period were considerable. 

In order to account for these achievements in the period of Stalin's leader¬ 
ship, three lines are commonly taken. The first argues Stalin was a genius 
who more or less single-handedly fought against all odds to win these great 
victories. This is the position of most Maoist groups. The second maintains 
that the communist parties of the world, especially the Soviet Union's, were 
so strong, their ties with the masses so firm, and the working class and 
peasant movement so overwhelming that, in spite of Stalin's arbitrariness and 
venality, these great victories were accomplished. This is the position of the 
U.S.S.R/s current leadership and of most non-Maoist communist parties. The 
third line of argument alleges these accomplishments were bought at a cost 
which made their achievement not worth the effort. The suffering of the 
peasants during forced collectivization was not justified by the result of rapid 
industrialization; the Chinese Revolution was distorted by Stalin's influence; 
the Western communist parties became bureaucratized and betrayed their 
revolutionary roles; millions died needlessly in the war against Hitler because 
of Stalin’s bungling etc. This position is commonly held by Trotskyists and 
Social Democrats. 

All three of these positions raise serious problems and all must be rejected. 
Materialism cannot accept the Great Man or genius theories of history. Honest 
Marxists must recognize as great achievements the Chinese Revolution, the 
new socialist regimes in Eastern Europe, the growth of the Western communist 
parties, the destruction of Hitler, the industrialization of the U.S.S.R. and 
so on. To assume that these achievements could have been accomplished in 
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spite of venal and arbitrary leadership makes no sense. Leadership is produced 
by the situation in which it occurs. Classes and institutions develop the 
leadership they need in order to accomplish what they want to achieve. 

Stalin*s leadership, then, must be credited with being one which realized the 
great advances of the Soviet Union in the 1920s to 19S0s period. And the 
nature of that leadership, including its harsh characteristics, must in turn 
be accounted for by the material forces at work in the U.S JS.R. and the world 
at the time. 

If the Soviet Union was to survive and Communist leadership be preserved, 
the stumbling around of the first ten years after the Revolution had to be 
ended. The country had to industrialize rapidly, firstly to adequately feed, 
clothe and house its population and thereby prevent growing disaffection, 
and secondly to build a military machine that could successfully defend the 
country against any repeat of the invasion by the leading capitalist poweis 
that had occurred during the Civil War of 1918-21. Since the working class 
who had made the Revolution was only made up of a small percentage of a 
still basically peasant country, the regime's active social basis was not all that 
large. This was unlike the situation in China where most of the 20 year 
struggle was carried on by the peasantry. Thus the process of rapid industria¬ 
lization, dictated by the desperateness of the situation, had of necessity to be 
largely a top down process. In fact, in the countryside, the collectivization of 
agriculture occurred with considerable class struggle between the poor 
landless peasants and the rich employer fanners (the Kulaks). The upheaval 
caused by collectivization and the sharp struggle waged by both sides around 
it, together with the rapid growth of cities, created a potentially explosive 
situation. Peasant rebellions, spontaneous rioting of new urban migrants, 
divisive factionalism in the Soviets and the Party, and the rapidly worsening 
international situation, could easily have paralysed the country and ensured 
defeat at the hands of foreign invaders. It might even have provoked a new 
civil war which the Bolsheviks could have lost. 

Careful studies of the factional battles in the CP.S.U. in the 1920s show 
that Stalin emerged as leader because he obtained the genuine support of 
most of the Party’s leadership, as well as the confidence of its rank and file. 
Virtually the entire Party supported the move to isolate and oust Trotsky 
from the leadership because of a widespread feeling that he aspired to be a 
Soviet Napoleon. Trotsky had only joined the CP.S.U. in the summer of 
1917, a few months before the Revolution and after 15 years of factional 
battles and hostility with Lenin and the Bolsheviks. He was distrusted by 
virtually all because he had not shared the Bolsheviks’ harsh experiences of 
underground life in the pre-revolutionary period, and because of his long 
history of independent radicalism and his oratorical abilities and position as 
head of the Red Army. The general feeling among nearly all the Bolshevik 
leaders was that he did not have a sufficiently realistic sense of what had to 
be done in a period of retreat for both the Revolution in the U.S.S.R. and 
for the world revolutionary movement as a whole. They also felt that his inceii 
ant factional activity in the Party spread disunity and undermined morale at a 
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time when they were vitally necessary for survival. Stalin, unlike Trotsky and 
Zinoviev, did have a realistic sense of what could be done in the unfavourable 
conditions of the 1920s and how to inspire people to do it. His slogan of 
Socialism in One Country gave Party members hope that they could succeed, 
even in the face of the defeat of revolutionary forces in Europe and China. 

In contrast, the Trotsky-Zinoviev position that a socialist transformation in 
the U.S.S.R. had to wait until a revolution in Europe, was seen as defeatist 
and demoralizing. Stalin came to symbolize commitment to building the 
future. 

The subsequent conflict between Bukharin and the group around Stalin in 
1927 centred on whether rapid industrialization and collectivization of the 
peasantry should be undertaken. Bukharin argued the New Economic Policy 
had to be continued indefinitely, allowing the Kulaks to carry on enriching 
themselves, and that only a slow process of industrialization must be under¬ 
taken. The Stalin group, on the other hand, felt that the U.S.S.R. could not 
afford go-slow economic development policies. In 1928 Stalin made a speech 
which predicted that the country only had about 10 years to industrialize 
before the likelihood of being invaded again, and that only rapid industrializ¬ 
ation would create a military machine capable of saving socialism. Again, most 
of the Party genuinely rallied behind the Stalin leadership which was committ¬ 
ing the Party to the heroic effort of modernization of agriculture, industry 
and the military. 

To explain the struggles among the Trotsky, Bukharin and Stalin groups 
as being essentially personal intrigues on the part of Stalin to gain absolute 
power is poppycock. Very real issues were at stake. Historical hindsight 
allows an objective evaluation which puts the policies of the group around 
Stalin in a most favourable light. It was the objective situation dictating 
certain policies that was responsible for the victory of the Stalin group. And 
the group allowed its position to evolve under pressure of the Soviet masses 
and Party members who needed a leadership which would articulate their 
enthusiasm to move ahead, even against the greatest odds. Stalin provided 
that leadership and inspiration and it is for this reason that he became and 
remained the key leader. 

Soon after the triumph of the Stalin group in the C.P.S.U., a cult of 
personality began to develop around the person of Stalin. In 1929 the 
U.S.S.R. publicly celebrated his birthday. Soon cities and mountains were 
being renamed after him, his picture became omnipresent, statues were 
erected to him in every town. All this happened before a serious case could 
be made of despotic leadership on his part. Was the cult of Stalin (which came 
to supplement the cult of Lenin created after the latter’s death in 1924) a 
result of the man’s own vanity? Again, materialists must look to material 
factors for an explanation of both the Lenin and the Stalin cults. 

The personality cult around Stalin (and that around Lenin) served the 
function of winning the support of the peasantry and the new working class. 

In lieu of the peasants* fundamental involvement in making the socialist 
revolution, the Bolshevik regime had to be personalized for it to win their 
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loyalty. Even in China and Cuba, where there was authentic massive peasant 
support, the charisma of Mao and Fidel have played important roles. It 
would seem that any revolutionary regime has to have a period of personaliz¬ 
ation in which the charisma of its leading figure is necessary in order to create 
legitimacy. Such a personality cult has no necessary relation to the actual 
degree of decision making power of the principal leader, as the role of Mao 
Tse-tung immediately before the Cultural Revolution showed. The personality 
cult, instead, serves a key social function when circumstances don*t allow for 
the much slower development of the class-conscious understanding and 
struggle needed to win people to a socialism without individual heroes. Such 
early post-revolutionary regimes, notably Cuba and the Stalin period in the 
U.S.S.R., might then best be called ‘charismatic state socialism*. ‘Socialism* 
because the productive classes in the last analysis really do have power; 

‘state* because the initiative and day-to-day operational control resides with 
state and party officials; and ‘charismatic* because the public personality of 
the leading figure plays such a key role in the legitimacy of the regime. 

The successful accomplishment of mobilizing a people to achieve a 
difficult end (such as protracted people's war, or the rapid and radical 
economic and social transformation of a society) requires a considerable 
unity of leadership as well as suppression of opposition, in order to generate 
the solidarity and enthusiasm necessary for the task. Whether the costs of 
such unity and suppression are judged legitimate depends solely on how 
important the goals are considered. All societies are periodically faced with 
the need to generate solidarity and hence to repress opposition. The United 
States, for example, has periodically gone through such times. During the 
War of Independence, British Loyalists in liberated areas were not only 
forbidden to express publicly their opinions, but were actively persecuted. 
During the late 1790s, supporters of the French Revolution and opponents 
of the framers of the U.S. Federal Constitution were denied freedom of the 
press and were arrested. During the Civil War, the Bill of Rights was suspended 
for Confederate sympathizers in the North, and after that War, civil liberties 
were denied to the leaders of the Confederacy. (Robert E. Lee did not have 
his citizenship rights restored until the 1970s!) During World Wars I and II, 
neutralists and groups sympathetic to the Germans (e.g. the I.W.W. and the 
Socialist Party in 1917) were suppressed. And of course, during the 1950s 
the American Communist Party was repressed, its leaders jailed and its right 
to participate in elections revoked. Any leadership that is serious about its 
goals, especially in a crisis situation which requires total mobilization, will do 
all in its power to create solidarity and popular enthusiasm by repressing 
those forces fostering disunity and demoralization. 

The process of socialist transformation is as important as any previous 
progressive transformation (such as the U.S. War of Independence and Civil 
War). It requires at least the same degree of popular enthusiasm and solidarity 
as did these earlier events. To allow opponents of socialism, or even socialists 
who have radically different strategies, to organize actively against the leader¬ 
ship will sap morale and enthusiasm to the point that social transformation 
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could well become impossible. It is far easier to preserve a status quo than it is 
to transform social relations radically. Thus far more unity and enthusiasm 
are necessary in revolutionary situations than in times of stability. 

Suppression of opposition is far more important in such periods. This Maw of 
transformation’ is independent of mode of production and simply reflects 
a common-sense understanding of the need for legitimation and of the factors 
which produce enthusiasm. 

Becoming aware of the draining effects of inter-party rivalry and intra- 
party factionalism, the Lenin leadership (supported enthusiastically by 
Trotsky) first suppressed the other left parties (the Mensheviks, Anarchists 
and Left Social Revolutionaries) as they became obstructionist, and then in 
1921 banned organized factions in the Communist Party itself. This did not 
mean that the Party discouraged an active internal democratic life. It only 
meant that Party members now became committed to supporting actively 
official Party policies once adopted. Commitment to the Party as a whole 
was placed before commitment to one’s faction. These measures also did not 
mean that the one party state created by the suppression of the other parties 
was non-democratic. The Party, by its overwhelmingly working-class base in 
the 1920s, continued to express that class’s interests. Under Lenin’s leader¬ 
ship the C.P.S.U. had devised a mechanism which combined centralization 
(with its solidarity and enthusiasm generating, and hence transforming, ability) 
with democracy. 

Such was the political situation that the Stalin leadership found in exist¬ 
ence when it succeeded Lenin. The need to generate enthusiasm and solidarity 
intensified with the rapid collectivization and industrialization of the 1930s, 
and became even more necessary with the growing threat of foreign invasion 
in the late 1930s. These pressures led decision making to become more and 
more centralized. 

This danger of foreign invasion during the late 1930s should not be 
underestimated. Japan, Italy and Germany formed an alliance in 1937 - the 
Anti-Comintern Pact (also known as the Axis) - explicitly directed against 
the Soviet Union and world communism. Japan had been rapidly expanding 
on the Soviets* eastern borders since its conquest of Manchuria in the early 
1930s. Germany had been re-arming and expanding since 1935. In 1938 the 
British and French agreed to let Germany annex Czechoslovakia which lay 
between the Soviet Union and Germany, rather than joining with the Soviet 
Union to fight to protect Czechoslovakia (as the Soviets offered to do if 
either Britain or France would support her). And, of course, in 1941 Germany 
invaded the U.S.S.R. and within a few months was in the suburbs of Lenin¬ 
grad and Moscow. It was only when over 20 million Soviets were killed, that 
the German invader was finally defeated. 

It is almost certain that the intelligence services of Japan and Germany 
were present in the Soviet Union in the 1930s and acting very much as the 
North American C.I.A. did in Eastern Europe in the late 1940s, and how 
other branches of the U.S. intelligence operate (e.g. the F.B.I.’s Cointerpro to 
infiltrate and subvert the American left). In the late 1940s in Eastern Europe 
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the C.I.A. did all it could to get the Soviets and local communist parties to 
believe that some of their best leaders and cadreswere working with the C.I.A. 
This was designed to encourage divisiveness and demoralization and to 
eliminate some of the most effective communist leaders. For a few years this 
policy succeeded as witnessed by the purge trials of 1949 and 1950. The C.I.A. 
planted stories and - given the atmosphere of paranoia induced by the real 
threat of World War in this period — the purges mushroomed into treason 
trials of loyal leading communist figures. 2 

It is very likely that, in the even greater period of tension induced by 
imminent foreign invasion in the late 1930s, a similar planting of fabricated 
stories by Japanese and German intelligence agents, to the effect that various 
honest cadres and leading figures were working for them, produced very 
similar results to what happened ten years later as a result of C.I.A. inter¬ 
vention. The extreme pressure which the Communist Party was under in 
1937-38 predisposed its cadres to believe the worst. As a result, tens of 
thousands of sincere members, especially top leaders in the Party and top 
government and military officials, were executed and many thousands more 
were demoted and imprisoned. While the vast majority of people persecuted 
in these years were innocent of any wrong doing and were loyal to the 
Communist Party, many of them had serious doubts about the correctness of 
the Soviet leadership's policies and thus potentially could have become rallying 
points for opposition. Secondly, those purged were mostly CP. leaders or 
senior state or military officials, (substantial evidence in itself that there was 
nothing like a ruling class in the U.S.S.R. at this time). The unifying effect of 
the purges was illustrated when the Nazis invaded. Though the military 
efficiency of the Soviet Army had been reduced by the purge of its general 
staff in 1938, there was no split in the Soviet leadership during the war. All 
Soviet leaders and virtually all Soviet military officers expressed the greatest 
resolve to defeat the Nazis. The Soviet Union was unique in Europe in this 
regard. As I have already stated, there were no Petains or Quislings in the 
U.S.S.R. The unified Soviet leadership was able to mobilize and inspire the 
Soviet people to defeat the Nazis. Although harsh and sometimes unjust 
methods were used and innocent people killed, this unity, greatly strength¬ 
ened by the purges, played an important part in the Nazi defeat. It should be 
noted that the massive purges and trials of Communists for treason which 
swept the Soviet Union in 1937 and 1938 were ended by 1939, never to be 
repeated. This was an implicit admission that such witch hunts were divisive 
and in good part promoted by foreign agents. 

Between 1934 (the year of the assassination of Kirov, one of the top 
Communist leaders) and the last of the three great Moscow treason trials in 
1938, Stalin became incredibly powerful. He began sometimes to make 
important decisions without consulting the Central Committee or Politburo. 
The centralization of decision making had reached extreme lengths. However 
this should not be confused with the question of which class was in power in 
the U.S.S.R. in the post-1934 period. That question must be understood in 
terms of what class forces produced the situation within which decisions were 
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made, and what were the viable historical options, and what effects decisions 
had on classes. If such an analysis is made, we see that, in spite of the abuses 
of his position and collective paranoia of 1937-38, Stalin continued 
broadly to express the interests of the Soviet working people (as opposed to 
both the older capitalist or landlord classes and to the new rising strata of 
state bureaucrats and the professional intelligentsia). He must therefore be 
considered, in the last analysis, to be their instrument. The objective results 
of his period of stewardship amounted to a considerable advance along the 
winding road to socialism, not only for the U.S.S.R. but also for the world as 
a whole. 

The fact that the 1937-38 purges were primarily directed against the 
leaders of the Soviet Union reflected the constant pressures acting on Soviet 
leaders, including even the highest Party officials, to maximize production 
and popular mobilization and to create the conditions for a successful 
military defence and socialist transformation. Which class or stratum in 
Soviet society could be considered to benefit and which incipient classes or 
strata to suffer from such pressures? Clearly not the bureaucratic stratum. 
Indeed it is not surprising that Stalin’s own proteges began to publically 
denounce him in 1956, for he was not their representative and did not defend 
their prerogatives. We must conclude that either Stalin was above class forces 
or that he was essentially the tribune of the working people, albeit sometimes 
a harsh one. The latter analysis fits best into a historical materialist analysis 
of the facts, i.e. the U.S.S.R. was in fact a socialist society in the 1930s and 
1940s. 

The fact that there were abuses of power as well as collective paranoia 
must not be attributed to Stalin’s personality. They are byproducts 
(negative to be sure) of the need to create both great unity and a cult of 
personality to enhance legitimacy. The process of socialist transformation is 
not the best of all possible worlds; in fact it is simply the necessary stage to 
create such a world - communism. As a result, some people unjustly suffer and 
there are negative consequences of otherwise positive developments. Abuses 
of the personality cult and the danger of arbitrary decision making were the 
most serious of these negative consequences. It is rare that a crisis becomes as 
intense and prolonged as that experienced by the Soviet Union from 1928 to 
1950 (a period of rapid social change and bitter class and international war¬ 
fare). It is therefore unlikely that the need for such a high degree of unity 
required in the first of the world’s socialist revolutions, will ever recur. Its 
attendant abuses are therefore also unlikely to appear in future socialist 
transformations. 

As we have established, the basic course of Soviet history from the 1920s 
through to the 1950s was dictated by the international and domestic situation 
of the Soviet Union and the imperative of preserving Bolshevik rule. It had 
little or nothing to do with the personality of Stalin. With the exception of 
the scope, viciousness and paranoid nature of the 1937-38 purges, most of the 
basic decisions made by the Soviet leadership in this period turn out, with 
historical hindsight, to have been the best possible choices, given the very real 
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constraints of the situation and the limited number of viable options. Of 
course, it would have been better, in the most perfect of all worlds, to have 
relied on the masses, instead of on top leadership. But such policies, given 
the degree of peasant resistance to the regime, would have been suicidal in 
the 1930s. The system of material incentives was the only viable way to 
motivate quickly the new working class and the peasantry to the heroic 
efforts necessary for industrialization. The international situation of the 
1930s did not allow the luxury of a Great Leap Forward or a Cultural Revo¬ 
lution. (It was the protection provided by the existence of the Soviet Union 
that ensured the Chinese the space to perform these world historic experi¬ 
ments in the next generation.) 

The post-1953 leadership of the Soviet Union often likes to contrast 
itself with the Stalin period by claiming responsibility for the growing 
democratization of the state and Party since 1953, the greater freedom of 
public debate, expanded social services, greater equalization of incomes, 
expanded workers* participation in industry, etc. In fact, however, these 
measures, just as much as the measures in the opposite direction in the 1930s, 
were a product of the logic of Soviet society and the international situation. 
They have no more to do with the good intentions and personalities of these 
leaders than the earlier policies had to do with Stalin's. There is no reason to 
believe that the course of post-1953 Soviet history would have been apprec¬ 
iably different if Stalin had lived another 25 years. At best, because Stalin 
was tempered in the desperate period of the 1930s, his considerable personal 
influence might have slowed down some of the democratizing measures of 
the 1950s and 1960s and likewise slowed the tendency for the experts to 
consolidate their positions. But it would probably not have blocked the 
income equalization measures, since the goal of motivating workers to up¬ 
grade their skills and increase their devotion to job performance had been 
achieved. 

The principal contrast between the period of Stalin's leadership and the 
post-1953 period lies in the difference between the policies pursued by the 
Soviet state and Party and the viable historical options to speed the develop¬ 
ment towards Communism. During the 1930s and 1940s it is difficult to 
conceive of alternative policies which would have more effectively speeded 
such a development. The immediate pursuit of this goal had to be postponed 
in the interests of saving the country and preserving the rule of the Bolsheviks. 
But since the destruction of fascism, the consolidation of popular support, 
and becoming a leading industrial and military power, there has been consid¬ 
erable room in which to pursue more directly the goal of communism and to 
expand the direct day-to-day involvement of the masses in running their own 
lives (as the Chinese did during the Cultural Revolution). Compared to what 
would now seem to be historically possible (as borne witness to by the 
Chinese, who are, it must be remembered, at a much lower level of industrial 
development), the Soviets appear to be progressing somewhat slowly. This 
may be due to the conservative attitudes of well-intentioned leaders who grew 
to political maturity during the heroic years of strategic retreat from the goal 
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of communism. It may also be due to the interests of those in relatively 
privileged and powerful positions who want to preserve their prerogatives. 

This disparity between the heroic period of the 1930s and 1940s and the 
most recent period of Soviet history reflects the fundamental difference 
between the charismatic state socialism of the earlier period and the techno* 
erratic state socialism of the latter. Leadership in the first period was held by a 
small number of revolutionaries, formed before and during the Bolshevik 
Revolution, who relied heavily on popular appeals to mobilize the masses. 

This leadership used material incentives and recruitment into the C.P.S.U. to 
ensure the rapidly expanding strata of experts* service to the socialist state. 

The demise of Stalin, which coincided with the end of the heroic period, saw 
a struggle between the declining forces of charismatic state socialism (led by 
top Party officials) and the ascendant forces of technocratic state socialism 
(based on the technical experts). Khrushchev's leadership thus marked a 
transition period, not between socialism and capitalism, but between these 
two forms of socialism. It was marked both by a continuation of the style 
of direct popular appeal and by sudden changes in policy, characteristic of 
charismatic leadership. But this period also saw a consolidation of the position 
of the scientists, engineers, economists, technicians, etc., whose struggle with 
Khrushchev ultimately resulted in his dismissal. The victory of this intelli¬ 
gentsia stratum led to the Brezhnev period (post-1965) in which routine 
gradual progress, a low level of popular mobilization and efficiency and science 
dominated. 


The Origins of Soviet Hegemonism 

Soviet hegemonism, the attempt by the Soviet Union to dominate both the 
world communist movement and the other socialist countries, is by no means 
a phenomenon of the last generation. Its roots go back to the very founding 
of the Third International in 1919. Soviet hegemonism was far more pro¬ 
nounced in the period from 1928 to 1958 than it has been since. In fact, 
since the mid 1950s, it has continually declined to the point where most 
communist parties operate quite independently of Soviet desires and most 
socialist countries with considerable autonomy from, where not actual 
hostility to, the C.P.S.U. 3 

It was the great prestige of the Russian Revolution, the Bolshevik Party 
and V.I. Lenin himself that from the beginning gave such authority to the 
positions of the Russian Communist Party. The Russians had the only party 
in the world that was able to make a revolution. As such it was looked up 
to by virtually all revolutionaries as a source of wisdom and guidance. This 
early tendency to have great respect for the ideas of Lenin and the Russian 
Communist Party on questions of theory, strategy, tactics and organization 
was legitimately based in the successes of the C.P.S.U. The world communist 
movement down to the mid-1950s continued to have strong reasons to 
respect the authority of the Soviet Union, not only because it represented 
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the only socialist revolution in the world, but because in the post-1943 period 
it was the inspiration, if not the leader, of the rapid expansion of Marxist- 
Leninist regimes in Europe and Asia. Soviet hegemony, then, was not a thing 
imposed on unwilling subjects or manipulated by a sinister Moscow, but 
something enthusiastically and spontaneously generated throughout the 
world by communists who needed an inspiration for their endeavours. 

From the founding of the Soviet system in 1917 through to at least the 
1950s, one of the prime tasks of communists worldwide was the defence of 
the Soviet Revolution. They did all in their power both to undermine the 
efforts of the capitalist powers to destroy the Soviet regime, and to lend what 
support they could to the Soviet attempt to consolidate socialism in the 
U5.S.R. This goal was sometimes taken to mean the acceleration of a given 
revolutionary situation (e.g. in the 1928-35 period), and at other times the 
building of broad popular fronts to isolate anti-communist forces (e.g., the 
1935-39 and 194147 periods). Far from being a tool of the Soviet leaders 
to influence the policies of other countries in favour of Soviet interests,the 
principle of defending the Soviet Union made considerable sense as part of 
a world revolutionary strategy for all communist parties. The living example 
of a socialist revolution in the Soviet Union was a tremendous inspiration to 
the revolutionary and working class movements throughout the world. It was 
much easier for communist parties to win recruits because they could point 
to an actual example of socialism that provided a real alternative to capita¬ 
lism. The existence of the Soviet Union was powerful propaganda both for 
the socialist vision (even when the popular conception of what life in the 
U.S.S.R. was like was exaggerated) and for revolutionary strategies and 
organizational principles of the local communist parties. Had the Soviet Union 
been overrun in 1919 or 1941, the world revolutionary movement would have 
suffered a grievous loss. The defeat of any other revolutionary movement 
could not possibly be compared in seriousness to the smashing of the Soviet 
Revolution, as a setback for the world revolutionary movement as a whole. 

All this is quite aside from whether the Soviet leadership ever did in fact 
manipulate the world communist movement to slow down a viable revolut¬ 
ionary process so that their country’s own narrow interests would be advanced. 
Although this might possibly have happened from time to time, it was not the 
essence of the policy of the defence of the U.S.S.R. This policy clearly 
functioned to the advantage of the world communist movement which gained 
far more from the Soviet Union simply because it existed, than might have 
been lost in a few specific cases because of missed opportunities. In fact, 
for the most part, the actual policies advocated by the Soviet leadership 
corresponded to the needs of the world revolutionary movement independently 
of the need to preserve the Soviet Revolution as a living example. 

From 1919 to 1923, the Comintern under Soviet inspiration pursued 
policies of preparing for and leading insurrections throughout the world. 

Given the massive dislocations following World War I, this was a very reasonable 
policy which came close to success in a number of cases (e.g. Germany and 
Hungary). It ultimately failed because of the inexperience of the local 
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communist movements, as well as the overwhelming power of world capitalism. 
The 1923-28 period of united fronts between the various socialist parties 
corresponded correctly with a time of economic and social stability, in which 
revolutionary adventures were doomed to fail and the primary task was to 
build working-class solidarity in preparation for a future crisis in which it 
would once again be viable to try and seize power. 

In 1928, at the Sixth Congress of the Comintern, the line of the world 
communist movement under the leadership of the Soviets moved radically 
to the left. The 1928 Comintern analysis saw a return to a period of economic 
depression and of inter-imperialist rivalry and wars. This in turn would pro¬ 
voke social upheavals and revolutionary situations. Consequently, the world 
communist movement was redirected to prepare itself once again to lead 
insurrections and to accelerate the revolutionary process. This involved 
combatting the social democratic parties* non-revolutionary leadership of the 
working class since these parties would, unless discredited, cause revolutionary 
opportunities to be missed. 

The correctness of 1928 Comintern analysis was borne out by the out¬ 
break the very next year of the most serious economic crisis capitalism has 
ever experienced. This led to the Japanese, Italian and German military 
expansion into China, Ethiopia, Spain and Czechoslovakia in the mid- 1930s, 
and finally to the outbreak of all-out inter-imperialist war in 1939. Commun¬ 
ists had every reason to expect that such a situation would be a hot-house 
for the growth of revolutionary forces. Indeed, in Spain, France, China and 
elsewhere, the communist movement grew considerably during the 1930s 
because of the Great Depression; and of course grew much more rapidly in 
the wake of World War II, in virtually all the countries affected by that war. 
Nevertheless, the 1928 Comintern strategy proved to be seriously faulty 
regarding how to deal with reformist socialists and other non-revolutionary 
progressive forces whom it called social fascists. It also grossly under¬ 
estimated the growth of radical rightist movements such as the fascists. These 
came to have great popular appeal, to the point of being able (in conjuction 
with the capitalist class) to smash the communist movement in many countries. 

Whether or not this period in Comintern policies was justified, it would be 
difficult to interpret it as simply the Soviets cynically manipulating the 
world communist movement for their own narrow defensive ends. If defend¬ 
ing the U.S.S.R. was the only concern, it could have been done much more 
efficiently by adopting reformist policies which did not antagonize the 
Western powers. Instead the Comintern returned in 1928 to insurrectionary 
politics despite the fact that this could only be expected to renew fears 
among Western capitalists that the continued existence of the Soviet Union, 
which was supporting domestic fifth columns pledged to overthrow them at 
the first opportunity, was such a danger that it had to be destroyed. Indeed, 
the new Comintern policy might well have provoked them to invade the 
Soviet Union once again as they had done in 1919 in support of the whites 
during the Civil War. The 1928 policies were clearly premised on the idea 
that revolution in the West should be supported, regardless of what the 
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Western capitalists thought about the Soviet Union as a result. 

At the 7th World Congress of the Comintern in 1935 the world communist 
movement, still under the leadership of the Soviets but with considerable 
independent input based on the experience of both the Chinese and various 
European parties, did a fundamental self-criticism of what had proved to be 
the ultra-left errors of its Third Period (1928) line. These policies had clearly 
been ineffectual in stopping the growth of fascism or in producing a workers* 
revolution in any country. This Congress developed the new policy of the 
Popular Front, a coalition of all progressive working class and middle class 
forces - communist, socialist and liberal - who were opposed to fascism 
and who favoured a defence of democratic rights (the rights of trade unions, 
minimum wages, paid holidays, civil liberties, unemployment insurance, old 
age pensions, full employment policies etc.). By leading a massive popular 
movement which was not revolutionary in its goals, the Comintern thought 
that the rapid world-wide growth of fascism could be stopped and the role of 
communist parties enhanced to the point where they would eventually gain 
enough popular support to lead a revolutionary process. 

The policies of the Popular Front produced considerable gains for the 
communist movement. The French Communist Party, as a result of the 
Popular Front victory in the 1936 elections, gained considerably as did the 
French working class as a whole. The Spanish Communist Party also grew 
very rapidly in the course of the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), to a great extent 
because of the Popular Front policies it followed. But the greatest success of 
all occurred in China. After the adoption of the 7th Comintern Congress 
analysis which dictated seeking an alliance of the four anti-imperialist classes, 
and following policies of rent reduction rather than confiscation of the land 
of rich peasants and the small landlords, the Chinese Communist Party 
abandoned its pre-1935 left-adventurist policies of rural Soviets and attacks 
on the national bourgeoisie and rich peasants, and began to grow very rapidly. 
It eventually came to power in good part because of 15 years of Popular 
Front strategies. The People's Republic of China in 1949 was initially modelled 
on the People's Democracies of Eastern Europe created a year or two before 
- all built on Popular Front ideas of the alliances of various classes and a 
gradual transition to a socialist economy. 

The Comintem/Soviet policy which most fits the thesis that narrow Soviet 
self-interest set international Communist policy to the detriment of the world 
revolutionary movement was probably the 193941 policy of considering 
Nazi Germany and the major Western capitalist powers as equal enemies of 
world revolution. During this period the world communist movement reverted 
to the policies of the Third Period (1928-35), abandoning the Popular Front 
(except in China). It was terribly disillusioning for many Communists to have 
to abandon the anti-fascist Popular Front strategy which had won them so 
much sympathy in favour of a policy that did not consider Fascism as any 
special danger. During this period world communism was subordinated to the 
interests of the Soviet Union to the detriment of the short-term growth of 
the movement. This policy proved especially detrimental in those countries 
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which had been, or were about to be, overrun by the Fascists. There is no 
doubt that this return to Third Period politics was dictated by the Soviet 
leadership without any genuine discussion and democratic decision making in 
the world communist movement. It can be argued, however, that, detrimental 
as the policy was in many cases, it was the correct or necessary line for the 
world communist movement to follow. This is so if one accepts, first, how 
important it was to preserve the Soviet Union as a socialist state, and second, 
the importance therefore of postponing a Nazi invasion for two years while 
the U.S.S.R. strengthened its defences. 

Prior to the Munich agreement between Hitler, France and Britain in 1938, 
the Soviet Union since 1934 had done everything possible to build an anti- 
German alliance with Britain and France to stop Hitler. It signed a mutual 
defence treaty with France. It also promised to intervene in Czechoslovakia 
against the Germans, if either France or Britain were to do likewise. And the 
U.S.S.R. joined the League of Nations at the same time as Japan and 
Germany left it. Despite all this, the Western powers rejected the Soviets’ 
attempts to stop the Nazis in 1938. Instead they decided to give in to Hitler’s 
imperialist intentions towards Czechoslovakia, hoping that by agreeing to a 
German eastemward expansion in the face of strong Soviet opposition, they 
would succeed in keeping themselves out of war with Germany. They 
probably also hoped that this would create the conditions for a Soviet- 
German conflict which would greatly weaken both anti-Western powers. In 
the face of this betrayal by the French and British, the Soviets were led to 
play the same game as the Western powers, i.e. sign a non-aggression pact 
with the Nazis that would turn Hitler westwards, setting up the conditions 
for a war between Germany on the one side, and France and Britain on the 
other. The Soviets had every reason to expect such a war to be as prolonged 
and devastating as World War I and to so weaken both sets of powers as to 
provoke working-class revolution in all these countries. At the very least, such 
a war would be expected to so weaken and distract Germany as to put off, 
perhaps indefinitely, a German attack on the Soviet Union. 

The Soviet Union, like the entire world, was surprised by the quick 
collapse of France in the face of the Nazi blitzkrieg. Instead of a protracted 
and exhausting war and a consequent growth of revolutionary movements, 
Germany’s quick victory in the West resulted in greatly strengthening her war 
machine’s material base which was then used against the Soviet Union in 
1941. Nevertheless, the two year respite that the non-aggression pact gave 
the Soviets allowed the latter to double the size of their armed forces and 
modernize their equipment. It is very likely that, if the Nazis had attacked 
the Soviet Union at the beginning of the war, they would have been able to 
overrun the country (they came very close to doing so even in 1941-42). They 
might have then used the Soviet Union’s economy as a base, permanently to 
consolidate their hold on all Europe and to conquer all of the Middle East, 
India and North Africa. As it turned out, the Nazis arrogant assumption 
that the Soviet Union would collapse in a few months with minimal German 
casualties (an expectation based on their racist theory of the inferiority of 
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Slavs) proved to be fatal to them. Rather than a cjuick conquest of the Soviet 
Union, they became bogged down in a murderous conflict which led to their 
defeat. By the end, about 20 million Soviets had been killed by the Nazis 
and 90 per cent of all German war casualties were on the Eastern Front. 

World War II in Europe turned out to be primarily a war between the Soviets 
and the Germans with all other theatres being virtual side-shows. (American 
casualties amounted to only one per cent of Soviet casualties.) It was the 
Soviet Union that fought World War II and destroyed Hitler. The Red flag 
was hoisted in Berlin and the world communist movement everywhere grew 
by leaps and bounds as a result. Looking back on it, it may well be that the 
long-term result of the 1939-41 Comintern policies, in spite of the short¬ 
term setbacks in most countries that it represented for the communist move¬ 
ment, was greatly to accelerate the growth of the movement in all countries, 
owing to the breathing space it gave the Soviets to build the base necessary 
to defeat Hitler. In any event the developments of 1944-48 certainly made 
Soviet policies look good to the common working people of Western Europe, 
and led to a huge rise in support for many of the Western communist parties. 

Popular Front policies were considerably modified in 1947 as a result of 
the Western capitalist powers’ growing hostility to the communist movement 
and the Soviet Union. The communist parties were thrown out of the govern¬ 
ments in Italy and France and the Cold War against the Soviet Union was 
begun. This led the communist movement to return to rather more militant 
tactics than those pursued since 1941. Once again, this new tendency was not 
so much dictated by the Soviet Union’s narrow self-interest, as by the rapidly 
changing world situation. 

The rapid growth of communist forces, especially throughout Europe, 

China and Vietnam, was a result of the continuing Popular Front policies of 
the immediate post World War II period. This was also the case in China 
where the Communist Party made every effort, short of capitulation to the 
Kuomintang, to unite anti-imperialist forces. These advances led to the West’s 
counter-attack (in the form of the Cold War etc.) on the communist movement 
and the Soviet Union. In fact had the communist movement not grown so 
rapidly in Europe and Asia, the Western powers would not have seen the 
Soviet Union as such a threat. A good case could be made that the rapidly 
expanding world communist movement forced the Soviet Union defensively 
to confront the U.S.A., when narrow self-interest would have dictated 
abandoning communist parties everywhere except those in Germany, 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland (the line of any future attack from the 
West on the Soviet Union). 

It must be admitted that the Soviets continued to advise the Chinese Party 
to seek a coalition with the Kuomintang in which the Communists would be 
the subordinate partner. They also did not provide material support to the 
Chinese Communists apart from turning over a considerable armoury of 
captured Japanese weapons to them in Manchuria. And they advised the 
communist parties in Italy and France not to attempt armed insurrection. 
Nevertheless, in the immediate post-War period, the role of the Soviets in the 
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world was a progressive one, which helped the growth of communist parties 
and progressive regimes even at the cost of growing U.S. hostility towards 
the U.S.S.R., as in Greece, Korea and Vietnam. 

Another major accomplishment of the Comintern and the Soviet leader¬ 
ship was the shifting of the world revolutionary movements emphasis to the 
countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America. After the revolutionary wave 
in Europe receded in 1923, the attention of the world communist movement 
shifted towards China, India, the Middle East and other parts of the colonized 
world. The liberation of Third World countries was given priority for the first 
time. In the mid-1920s it was said that the road to Berlin and Paris lay 
through Peking and Delhi. Theories of national liberation were developed as 
the communist movement spread from Europe to the Third World; these 
theories supported and inspired anti-imperialist movements everywhere. The 
surge of communist activity, to a great extent inspired by the existence of the 
Soviet Union and its hostility to the imperialist countries, was given further 
impetus during and immediately after World War 11 when communist-led 
movements came to power in China, North Korea and North Vietnam. 
Communists became major forces in the national liberation and anti-imperia¬ 
list movements of many countries. Once again, as the revolutionary wave in 
Europe receded in the late 1940s, the major thrust of world communism 
shifted to the Third World. The Soviet inspired communist movements, unlike 
the social democratic parties of the old Second International and the Trotskyist 
movement (both of which continued to focus on Europe and the other 
advanced capitalist countries) broke new ground in their emphasis on, and 
leadership of, anti-imperialist and revolutionary struggles in Asia, Africa and 
Latin America. 

In the light of what thus appeared to most communists to be the wisdom 
of Comintem/Soviet leadership in the world communist movement from 
1917 through to the late 1940s, it is no surprise that deference to Soviet 
leadership was forthcoming. It was not until the 1950s and 1960s - in the 
face of the stagnation of the world communist movement, disagreements 
between the U.S.S.R. and the socialist regimes in Eastern Europe and China, 
and the arguments about revolutionary strategy that developed within the 
world movement - that Soviet hegemony broke down. In fact, Soviet 
hegemony outlived spontaneous consensus about the wisdom of Soviet 
leadership by only a few years. Once local communist movements began to 
have doubts (stemming from the diverse nature of their own experience) 
about Soviet policies for making revolution and consolidating socialist 
regimes, a multi-centred world communist movement soon became a reality. 
Soviet hegemony was in good part a product of the state of seige to which 
the international communist movement was subjected from 1928 through 
to 1949. This was the period in which there was only one socialist regime, and 
hence only one leadership that could speak on the basis of its successful 
experience, a leadership furthermore that had to be defended for the sake of 
the health of the world movement. 

The Third International under Lenin introduced the idea of international 
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discipline, i.e. the idea that the various communist parties of the world were 
sections of the Third International and subject to its discipline just as much 
as regional and local party organizations within a nation were subject to 
national party discipline. Since monopoly capitalist corporations and the 
leading imperialist states operated on a world level, and there was one inter¬ 
national capitalist market, it was considered desirable for the world movement 
to behave in a unified fashion. For this would confront international capital 
as a single unified force. It was also considered wise for the experience of each 
party to benefit all the other parties which would then not have to learn 
separately the lessons already learned (most commonly these lessons were 
drawn from the Soviet Party, the only one to have made a successful 
revolution). 

Having the international communist movement operate as a single force in 
all countries had both negative and positive results. On the one hand, inter¬ 
national discipline sometimes meant that policies inappropriate to local condit¬ 
ions were forced on a local Party (e.g. some of the insurrections directed by 
the Comintern in Central Europe and China in the 1920s). On the other hand, 
the greater revolutionary experience of the Comintern at times forced reluc¬ 
tant local parties to take measures that benefited the growth of the world 
movement (e.g. the universal establishment of Leninist organizational princi¬ 
ples in the 1920s, or the ending of left-wing adventurist tendencies in the 
early 1920s). To a world socialist movement which, in 1914,had seen the 
major social democratic parties of Europe support their respective governments 
in a war amongst one another, while the Bolsheviks had called for the sub¬ 
version of the war efforts of each country by the international working class, 
the idea of one co-ordinated world revolutionary policy under the leadership 
of the proven revolutionaries of the Soviet Union made considerable sense. It 
was further validated by the great triumphs of international communism in 
the 1940s. 

Two very important consequences of international discipline under the 
leadership of the Soviet party were the containment of factionalism and 
sectarianism, and a relative insulation from revisionism or reformist-opportun¬ 
ist degeneration of isolated parties acting under national pressures (as the 
parties of the Second International had been subject to). In country after 
country, Comintern prestige and intervention succeeded in eliminating or 
containing the factionalism that had traditionally plagued the left wing and 
sapped the energy of the revolutionary movement. This greatly facilitated 
the development of a unified and energetic revolutionary left. For example 
in the U.S., disparate groups, originating in the I.W.W., the left wing of the 
Socialist Party and independent nationality based socialist currents, formed 
three different and mutually antagonistic communist parties. But these were 
welded together by Comintern intervention into a single party. The continuing 
factionalism within that unified party was then eventually eliminated by 
further Comintern intervention. 

Similar processes occurred throughout the world to force the various 
factions to come to terms with one another. Although mistakes were 
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undoubtedly made by the Comintern, in siding with one or another local 
leadership group, the net result of its intervention was unquestionably bene¬ 
ficial in creating unity. One can see the difference that absence of an inter¬ 
national arbitrator with universally acknowledged prestige makes, in the 
disarray and mutual hostility of the revolutionary leftist groups of the 1970s. 
Again, it should be stressed that what allowed the Soviet led Comintern 
successfully to intervene to create unity in the local parties was its prestige, 
which was pretty much universally acknowledged by all factions. 

Allegiance to the Soviet led Comintern also had the effect, by holding out 
the living example of socialist revolution in the Soviet Union, of hindering 
any opportunist policies from developing under the inducement of the short¬ 
term advantages of reform. While the old socialist parties had only a vague 
conception of socialism, a conception that was easily malleable to suit 
political exigencies (it was easy for the ideas of Bernstein to become cunent 
in a party desirous of winning an election when there was no clear alternative 
to capitalism generally recognized by the working class), the new Bolshevik 
parties had a clear vision and inspiration in the Soviet Union. As a model 
(even with its imperfections and romanticized character), it provided a very 
real alternative to Bemstein-type revisions of the socialist alternative. Even 
when the communist movement was following essentially reformist policies, 
as it was in 1935-39 and 1941-47, the living example of the U.S.S.R., and 
(especially in the latter period) its active support of the armed struggle 
against fascism and colonialism which was occurring in much of Europe and 
Asia, tended to keep the local communist parties true to their revolutionary 
intentions. 

The origins of Soviet hegemonism must be sought, then, not in the self- 
interested manipulations of Soviet leadership, but rather in its historically 
useful functions for the world communist movement. The world movement 
had every reason to look to Lenin and his successors for both inspiration and 
concrete leadership, and accepting such leadership more often than not made 
considerable sense. In much of the world, it eventually proved itself by the 
rapid growth of communism. Leaving aside the mistaken Soviet pressures on 
the Chinese Communist Party in the immediate post World War II period, it 
was not until the 1950s that a reasonable case could be made that unquest¬ 
ioned Soviet leadership in the world movement was becoming in balance a 
negative force. With the defeat of Nazi Germany, the Soviet development of 
the atom bomb, and the rapid spread of socialism (especially in China), the 
existence of the Soviet Union was no longer tenuous. Furthermore, as a result 
of the events of the 1940s, communist parties became dominant among revo¬ 
lutionary working-class and intellectual forces in many countries, at the 
expense of social democracy and syndicalism. There were now a number of 
socialist regimes which had more or less by their own efforts made a revo¬ 
lution — in China, Vietnam, Yugoslavia, Albania and eventually Cuba. Thus 
revolutionary socialists could now look to these countries too as authorities, 
both on how to come to power and how the revolutionary process ought to 
proceed after the seizure of power. In such a world, unquestioned Soviet 
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leadership was bound to collapse. This was especially so since the Soviets 
sometimes tended to put considerations of detente or co-existence with the 
U.S. ahead of promoting revolution or anti-imperialist policies in a given 
area. A factor which, initially, had been on balance a strong force for the 
growth of socialism, had by the 1960s more often than not become a hind¬ 
rance to the revolutionary process. The most progressive course for the world 
movement after the 1950s was one of polycentrism, with the different parties 
following more independent courses than they had had to pursue in earlier 
periods. Soviet resistance to no longer being the sole and leading centre of 
the world movement caused considerable resentment in many circles - 
especially in China, the major Western communist parties, and in much of 
Eastern Europe. It resulted in some unnecessary splits and serious ongoing 
mutual antagonisms in the world communist movement. 

It is not surprising that the leaders of the Soviet Communist Party resisted 
the trend to polycentrism forced on it by the other socialist regimes and large 
communist parties. They had all grown up taking for granted the idea that the 
oldest and most experienced Communist Party was always the wisest, and 
should be deferred to. From their viewpoint it was Soviet wisdom and Soviet 
sacrifices that brought socialism to Eastern Europe and inspired the great 
growth of communism in the West, as well as the Asian revolutions. It is 
natural that they regarded the Yugoslav, then the Chinese and Albanian and 
finally the various Western parties, as upstarts and insufficiently appreciative 
of Soviet contributions and experience. There is no need to assume that some 
kind of self-interested bureaucratic or state capitalist class or stratum was in 
control of Soviet foreign policy in order to explain the behaviour of the 
Soviet leadership. As we have seen, they had no special economic interest in 
dominating other countries and thus no inherent reason to contain the world 
revolutionary process for the sake of a narrow Soviet self-interest. Especially 
given the relative reasonableness and moderation with which the Soviets 
generally dealt with the successive challenges to their hegemony (especially 
after 1961), the analysis given here is fully adequate to account for the Soviet 
tendencies toward hegemonism. 


The Future of the Soviet Union 

A purely linear projection of the trends of the last 20 years predicts a steady 
Soviet advance towards communism. If the trends in income equalization and 
expansion of free goods and services continue, something very like a 
communist mode of distribution should exist in the Soviet Union by the first 
half of the twenty-first century. A linear projection of the trends in the 
distribution between managers and manual workers, of day-to-day decision 
making power in enterprises, also suggests a transition to real workers’ self¬ 
management within a comparable period. Therefore, it is quite possible that a 
communal decentralized socialism will replace the current state socialism. 

However, it is problematic whether the trends of the last 20 years will 
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continue in linear fashion. There could well be limits to all these processes 
imposed by the interests of the power elite of managers and officials and the 
professional intelligentsia in preserving their privileges. Although there has 
been significant decentralization and egalitarianization, the high level of the 
productive forces and of support for the principles of socialism in the Soviet 
Union suggests that more could be done in these areas. That more rapid 
progress is not being made, may be because of a conservative rearguard 
action by the power elite, and especially the professional intelligentsia. 
Opposition from these strata could well be expected to grow in the future, 
putting an end to further equalization and democratization. In such an event, 
a cultural revolution of the Chinese type would become a distinct possibility. 
The continuing (if sometimes erratic) progress towards communism which the 
Soviet regime has been making since the 1930s, and the high level of popular 
acceptance of the communist goal, have created a high expectation that 
continuing progress will be made toward democratization and equalization. 
Halting this trend would fly in the face of the officially expressed and widely 
accepted ideology. This could well promote massive resistance to the power 
elite and professional intelligentsia. A process even more disruptive, and a 
struggle even more sharp, than the one in China in the late 1960s, could then 
well ensue. A fullscale violent revolution, however, is unlikely since no 
minority ruling class exists which would have its very existence threatened 
by the masses. On the other hand, the threat of such an outbreak might force 
the power elite and professional intelligentsia into continually making con¬ 
cessions to the manual working class. Each concession would strengthen the 
latter’s role and weaken the position of the other two groups. There thus 
seems a real possibility in the Soviet Union of peaceful transition from a state 
socialism, biassed in favour of technical experts, to a decentralized socialism 
and finally to full communism. 

A transition to capitalism, of either the state or market types, therefore 
seems an increasingly remote possibility. There used to be a distinct possibil¬ 
ity that the extreme measures the Soviets were forced to resort to in the 
1930s and 1940s could have resulted in a permanent concentration of 
decision making powers and privileges in the hands of a relatively small 
number, and that this eventually would have resulted in state capitalism. 

There was a real danger that the practices of the 1930s and 1940s would lead 
to the crystallization of a social class which would take control of the means 
of production and disposition of the economic surplus. This danger, although 
it has not altogether disappeared, would now seem less and less likely as mass 
involvement and egalitarianization grows. As for a transition to market 
capitalism, as is in progress in Yugoslavia, this was a possibility in the 1960s 
when markets and the pursuit of profits were given a larger role. However, 
the subsequent reversal of the trends of 1965-71 and the ascendancy of 
cybernetic central planning in their place, would seem to have greatly reduced 
the probability of such a transition. 

The two most likely futures for the Soviet Union thus seem to be a peaceful 
transition, through decentralized socialism to communism or an attempt to 
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further consolidate technocratic state socialism and to block all further 
progress towards communism. But this second alternative might well precip¬ 
itate a cultural revolution which would establish a decentralized communal 
socialism that would in turn eventually lead on to a transition to full com¬ 
munism. A materialist perspective which sees classes and class struggle 
emerging from differences in the relationship to the means of production, 
even under socialism, would seem to predict the latter as the most probable 
outcome. 


Implications for the World Struggle 

The Chinese Communist Party is mistaken. The Soviet Union is neither the 
major, nor equal, nor even ascendant threat to the people of the world and 
the revolutionary process in the Third World and the advanced capitalist 
countries. It is not a state capitalism of the fascist type (such as existed in the 
1930s and 1940s in Germany). It is not an expansionist imperialist power. 

The Soviet Union is rather an authentically (but somewhat distorted) socialist 
countiy which is actively pursuing both domestic and international policies 
which are for the most part progressive. On balance it is a friend of progress¬ 
ive and revolutionary forces around the world. 

Although communists and progressives can leam from the Soviet Union and 
gain from an alliance with it, it must not necessarily be taken as the model for 
post-revolutionary societies in other countries. The distortions produced by its 
uniqueness in being the first socialist countiy and having had to start from a 
low level of productive forces, means that, although it must be respected, it 
should not always be imitated. Although the Soviets do side with the more 
progressive and revolutionary forces in the world, they have a tendency 
towards hegemonism (i.e. of trying to impose their conception of the revo¬ 
lutionary and post-revolutionary process on others). Since they have a long 
history of defending their national interest and avoiding war with the United 
States, mechanical acceptance of Soviet (or for that matter Chinese) leadership 
could mean missing a revolutionary opportunity the Soviets (or the Chinese) 
might prefer not to see. Post-revolutionary regimes, most notably China’s, 
have also suffered from the Soviet insistence that they, as the first and richest 
socialist country, best know how to consolidate socialism and build commun¬ 
ism. Thus, although the Soviet Union is generally a friend and ally, it must 
not automatically be deferred to. Each communist party and progressive move¬ 
ment must find its own bearings, lead its own revolution and advance along 
its own road to communism, illuminated, but not led,by the examples of 
those that have gone before. 

The young revolutionary movements of the Western capitalist countries 
which grew out of the New Left movement of the late 1960s have paralysed 
themselves by mechanically following the Chinese into the dead end of 
escalating polemics against the Soviet Union. ‘Maoist’ groups in these countries 
have degenerated into the most vulgar dogmatism in competing with one 
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another for the mantle of‘Maoist’ orthodoxy. By ‘Maoist’, I mean here those 
who follow the positions (past or present) of the Chinese Communist Party in 
all things, rather than establishing their own lines on the basis of independent 
and scientific analysis of concrete conditions. Their most acid venom is 
reserved, not for capitalism, nor even for the ‘revisionist’ communist parties, 
but for one another. They have a considerable predisposition to read each 
other out of the ranks of ‘honest revolutionaries’ at the drop of a hat, pinning 
the label of ‘revisionist’ on them. Although a few of them at one point 
showed a little promise, they have cancelled each other out, remained isolated 
from the masses, and shown no objective differences from the myriad of tiny 
Trotskyist groups spawned over the last 40 years. 

The bankruptcy of ‘Maoism’ in the West is now apparent to all who care 
to open their eyes. Nowhere, either in the Western capitalist countries or in 
the Third World, outside of Albania and a few countries of South East Asia, 
has a Communist Party or progressive movement with deep roots in the 
working class and peasantry come to support the Chinese position on the 
Soviet Union. The experience of the split in the Second International after 
World War I has not been repeated. Most authentic revolutionaries in the 
Third World - such as the Vietnamese, Koreans, Cubans, liberation movements 
and other progressives in Black Africa and the Middle East - reject the Chinese 
analysis. So do most class conscious workers in Western capitalist countries. 
‘Maoism’ with few exceptions, remains pretty much based in the intelligentsia 
and those who have voluntarily left it to colonize the working class. 

World communism made the mistake of mechanically following the lead of 
a single country once before. The tailing of the Soviets and the uncritical 
acceptance of their advice in the 1940s and 1950s led to some serious mistakes. 
As a result of their experience with Soviet leadership, the Chinese reached 
the correct conclusion that all communist parties are equal and that there 
should no longer be a centre to the world communist movement. We must 
digest the Chinese experience and their conclusion on poly centrism. We must 
not fall into the trap of replacing mechanical acceptance of Soviet leadership 
with mechanical acceptance of the Chinese. In this we should be inspired by 
the examples of the Vietnamese and Koreans, the two communist parties 
which more than any other in the last 25 years have proved themselves in the 
struggle against imperialism. 

We have much to learn, and plenty to gain, from coalition with both the 
Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China. But the growing Communist 
Movement around the world will have to do its own analysis, work out its own 
strategy and vision, and rely primarily on its own working class and organiz¬ 
ation. In the vitriolic polemics between the Chinese and Soviets, it is all too 
easy to lose one’s bearings under the fire of being accused of being a revisionist, 
opportunist, dogmatist, centrist, Kautskyite, ultra-leftist, Trotskyist, etc., by 
one or another sectarian tendency which feels that to be orthodox is more 
important than building a revolutionary movement. But we must brave the 
fire and follow where scientific analysis and the concrete needs of revolutionary 
class struggle lead. We must support and involve ourselves in all progressive 
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and revolutionary struggles, domestic and international, regardless of how the 
Chinese or Soviets feel about them. 
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